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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Problem 
 
Prior to the passage of civil rights law entitled the Rehabilitation Act, students with 
disabilities were denied the right to a free and appropriate public education.  Beginning with the 
passing of the Rehabilitation Act in 1973, the federal government granted students with 
disabilities access to a public education.  This act is an anti-discrimination statute put in place 
originally to protect war veterans, who sought equal employment opportunity despite their 
injuries, from discrimination in the work place.  Ergo just as war veterans could not be 
discriminated against due to their disabilities, students with disabilities could no longer be 
discriminated against nor denied a Free and Public Education (FAPE) at public expense.  Then 
subsequent laws made large strides in providing students with disabilities access to the general 
education environment and curriculum.   
In the years since this law and additional educational laws, such as No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), were enacted and the 
Regular Education Initiative (REI), school districts across the country have faced increasing 
mandates from local and national governments in regard to students with disabilities and their 
access to the general education classroom.  LaMorte, (2011) detailed the growth in educational 
laws: “Congress has enacted many statutes that provide educators with sources of law.  The legal 
basis for this congressional involvement derives from the so-called General Welfare Clause in 
Article I of the United States Constitution” (p. 8).  School districts across the country continue to 
face increasing mandates from local and national governments concerning students with 
disabilities and their access to the general education classroom (Santoli, Sachs, Romey & 
McClurg, 2008).   
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These ground breaking civil rights laws have requirements for students with disabilities, 
to be included into regular education classrooms to the greatest degree possible as identified by 
each student’s Individual Education Program.  Thus providing each student with an education in 
the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE).  The point of these students being included is to 
receive the benefits of a regular classroom education and peer-to-peer interaction (U. S. 
Department of Education; U. S. Department of Labor).  When a student’s LRE is in the general 
education setting and among their fellow classmates, special education students experience a 
sense of belonging and normalcy among their peers (Dieker, 2001).  
The integration of students with disabilities into the regular education classroom has 
presented many teachers with a challenge of how to best meet the needs of their now diversified 
classrooms.  Many general education teachers do not have enough special education background 
from their college curriculum to meet the disparate needs of these newly included students within 
the regular classroom setting.  Scholar Lisa Dieker (2011) commented on the need for the co-
teaching partnership:  
Despite the fact that IDEA emphasizes the general education as a starting point for all 
students, special educators at the secondary level cannot be expected to be masters of all 
content areas, and that is why collaboration with general education is essential. (p. 15) 
The general education teacher may be required to take few classes in special education to 
fulfill the state’s licensing requirements.  A class or two can only scratch the surface of the vast 
and diverse topic of special education.  While special education teachers have made special 
education their primary focus and, in many cases, they may not have mastered another content 
area.  
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Despite the expectations of educational law, the integration of special education students 
into the general education classroom is not without its challenges.  Many general education 
teachers do not have sufficient special education background to meet the disparate needs of these 
new students within the regular classroom setting (Murawski, 2009).  Students who are included 
in regular education may have a broad range of special needs that the general education teacher 
has not been adequately trained to handle.  Murawski (2009) commented on the preparation 
needed for co-teachers and the current disparity in teacher preparatory coursework: 
While many states are moving quickly toward dual certifications so that both general and 
special educators are trained to work with students with and without disabilities in 
inclusive classes, the majority of our current workforce consists of teachers trained in 
programs where special and general education teachers are prepared very differently. (p. 
40) 
Thus, a need arose for a special education teacher and a general education teacher to be 
paired to meet the needs of all students.  In addition to lack of training, co-teachers reported lack 
of common planning time, lack of administration support, lack of professional development, and 
personality conflicts as the top reasons for un-successful co-teaching relationships (Dieker, 
2001).  Because general and special education teachers do not possess training in both subject 
matter and special education to meet the complex needs of special education students, teams of 
special and general education teachers are needed to meet the combined needs of this group of 
students.  In the co-teaching model, a special education teacher and a general education teacher 
are present in the same room at the same time to help meet the needs of all students with 
particular emphasis on the special education students in the general education classroom 
(Murawski, 2006).   
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Co-teaching developed as a strategy to meet the requirements of the laws so that special 
education students could gain access to the general education curriculum while still receiving the 
necessary learning support to be successful in the regular education setting.  The Hanover 
Research group noted the necessity of the co-teaching team in their 2012 research: 
The 1997 IDEA Amendments mandated that students with disabilities receive the same 
content knowledge as their peers, a challenging task at the secondary level, when content 
areas become increasingly specified and require greater depth of mastery.  Because 
special educators cannot be masters of all content areas, researchers note, ‘collaboration 
with general education is essential.’ (p. 3)  
Several key factors contribute to the effectiveness of the pair as identified through a 
search of scholarly literature: common planning time, administrative support, training or 
professional development, personality conflicts or cohesiveness, and method of delivery 
(Aldridge, 2008; Dieker, 2001; Scruggs, Mastropieri & McDuffie, 2007; Stivers, 2008).  In spite 
of the obvious benefit of reduced teacher-to-student ratio, adhesion to educational laws, and 
increased personal success of special education students (Walther-Thomas, 1997), co-teachers do 
not always work together effectively.  Factors such as common planning time, personality 
conflicts, method of delivery for the co-teachers, support from administration, and professional 
development greatly impact the success or failure of a co-teaching team (Walther-Thomas, 
1997).   
However, success was not limited to the special education students.  According to 
Walther-Thomas (1997):  
Five major benefits were identified for most students in the co-taught classrooms: 
improved academic performance, more time with and attention from the teacher, 
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increased emphasis on cognitive strategies and study skills, increased emphasis on social 
skills, and improved classroom communities. (p. 6) 
Common planning time is essential to the cohesive flow of co-teachers so that each 
educator has an equal say in how the lesson is structured, delivered, and modified to meet the 
needs of all students (Villa & Thousand, 2000).  Administrative support is needed to help 
facilitate common planning time when creating the master schedule for teachers before the 
school year begins as well as support the co-teachers in their journey together (Walther-Thomas, 
1997). Training and professional development are needed to strengthen the relationship between 
existing pairs of co-teachers and to guide the formation of new co-teaching pairs (Murawski & 
Dieker, 2004).  Finally, method of delivery should be varied to ensure the students view both 
teachers as equal within the classroom (Chapman & Hyatt, 2011). 
Statement of the Problem to Be Researched 
The researcher examined the phenomenon of being a co-teacher in order to understand 
the challenges and benefits experienced by teachers within this environment.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
 
The purpose of this Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) study was to explore 
co-teacher experiences within a rural suburban school district in southeastern Pennsylvania. 
From analysis of these experiences, this study may help inform school administrators about the 
practices, behaviors, and mental modes necessary for co-teachers to be successful.  In the future, 
when administrators create co-teaching pairs, the research will provide information about what 
co-teachers feel are the necessary ingredients in a co-teaching pair.  Currently at the district 
where the researcher conducted her study, co-teachers are only paired based on the certifications 
they hold, not on any other factor.  
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 The results of this study will be highly beneficial to existing co-teaching teams as well as 
to administrators pairing future teams of co-teachers.  Through this phenomenological study, this 
researcher sought to gain a deeper understanding of the co-teaching experience in the school 
district.  By identifying the heart of what it means to be successful co-teachers, administrators 
can be better informed when pairing future co-teachers and planning more professional 
development. 
 All co-teachers involved in the study, as well as throughout the district, have a vested 
interest in developing their practices and teaching relationship to continue to meet the nuanced 
requirements of educational law.  School administrators are also interested in identifying the 
needs of their staff to increase proficiency of historically under-achieving, special need students 
as well as benefiting all students who are included in co-taught classrooms.  Those in the 
school’s newly created position of Curriculum Director, Special Education Supervisor, and Head 
of Pupil Services will find the results of the study useful for meeting the needs of students with 
an Individual Education Program (IEP) and those who perform under grade level. 
Research Questions 
 
 This study was designed to understand the participants’ co-teaching practices through the 
central research question: What are the experiences of being a successful co-teacher within a 
rural suburban school district?  The following questions were designed to help the participants to 
reflect deeply on their co-teaching experience:  
1. What importance do co-teachers place on personality compatibility to determine the 
success of a co-teaching pair? 
2. How do co-teachers experience the five commonly identified sources of co-teaching 
discord (lack of common planning time, lack of administrative support, lack of training or 
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professional development, differentiation of co-teaching model, and personality conflict), 
within a co-teaching pair? 
The Conceptual Framework 
Researcher stances.  At the high school where this researcher teaches, she has been 
successfully paired with two different special education teachers over the past 7 years.  Multiple 
administrators noted that this researcher and her co-teachers work together seamlessly.  Through 
conversation with other general and special education teachers, this researcher’s experiences are 
the exception and not the rule among the school’s co-teachers.  Many other special education 
teachers noted their partners’ inflexibility and resistance to the team teaching model as the key 
reason for their frustrations.  This researcher’s experience led to a desire to understand this 
phenomenon at a deeper level through the voices of co-teachers. 
One of this researcher’s co-teachers recently co-taught with four different general 
education teachers in 1 year across three different courses and two different subject areas.  The 
special education teacher had been co-teaching successfully with this researcher for several years 
and was accustomed to the fluidity of the routine that was established over the years.  When the 
special education teacher went into the new classrooms, her presence was not welcomed.  The 
general education teachers saw her as a baby sitter; someone to deal with the problem kids when 
they would act up.  The special education teacher saw this as a demotion and she quickly allowed 
herself to be relegated into a lesser role.  
When this researcher began co-teaching, she had no formal training in co-teaching and 
did not receive any professional development on co-teaching until 4 years into her co-teaching 
experience.  Co-teaching has been more trial by fire than actual learning and implementing best 
practices.  The researcher personally experienced each of the five identified shortcomings of co-
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teaching and tried to address them without any time provided by the school and without any 
administrative support.  This researcher feels that understanding the essence of the co-teaching 
experience will be highly informative.  The experience of the two teachers in the classroom has a 
greater impact on how students achieve than having all the theories and a strained co-teaching 
relationship (Munk & Dempsey, 2010).   
Problems in the Current Co-Teaching Methodology 
Five key factors have been identified as decreasing the effectiveness of co-teachers: 
common planning time, administrative support, personality conflicts, professional development 
and training, and variety of recognized co-teaching models used in the classroom.  These five 
factors shape the way co-teachers view their cohesion.  Scruggs et al. (2007) noted these factors 
decrease co-teachers’ success.  Sims (2008) also noted these five factors.   
 
 
Figure 1.  A concept map for the negative attributes of co-teaching. 
Effective	  Co-­‐Teaching	  
Common	  Planning	  Time	  
Administrative	  Support	   Personality	  Cohesion	  
Professional	  Developemnt	  or	  Training	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  of	  Teaching	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The Need to Identify What Makes Co-Teaching Work 
Co-teaching models have varying degrees of success (Simms, 2008).  Many times the co-
teaching pair is unsuccessful in reaching their full co-teaching potential due to certain 
environmental, fundamental and personal conflicts.  Some co-teaching pairs, however, find 
classroom harmony and help struggling students blossom into seekers of knowledge.  Scruggs et 
al.  (2007) identified the key hallmarks lacking in co-teaching pairs that prevents them from 
being successful as: time, administrative support, planning time, training, and student skill level.  
Stivers (2008) and Aldridge (2008) also found that unsuccessful co-teaching was generally due 
to several factors related to common planning time and division of labor between co-teachers.  
Stivers noted that the biggest factor for success in co-teaching is a sense of humor.  With such a 
dearth of information about what makes co-teachers unsuccessful, this study was needed to 
identify what practices, behaviors and mental modes are necessary for co-teachers to be 
successful.  According to numerous co-teaching scholars, personality conflicts are the leading 
reason for unsuccessful co-teaching experiences (Austin, 2001; Deiker, 2001; Deiker & 
Murawski; 2003, Gerber & Popp, 2000; Hang & Rabren, 2009; Harbort et al, 2007; Johnson & 
Brumback, 2013; Kloo & Zigmond, 2008; Little & Dieker, 2009; Scruggs et al., 2007; Simms, 
2008; Stivers, 2008; Tobin & Wolff-Michael, 2005; Walther-Thomas, 1997; Weiss, 2004).  
Because co-teaching success is linked to the interpersonal relationship between the two co-
teachers, administrators must give more credence to this factor to successfully pair the two 
teachers to work cooperatively toward the success of all their students. 
Due to the overwhelming availability of research about the unsuccessful nature of co-
teaching, research is needed to identify what practices, behaviors, and mental modes make an 
effective co-teaching pair.  School administrators who are in charge of pairing teachers need to 
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understand how teachers experience the phenomenon in order to creating meaningful co-teaching 
pairs.  Co-teachers in the district may not find all of the five factors identified in previous 
research as equally important.  If common planning time is very important to the pair, then 
administrators need to understand how to utilize that information to support the team.  Co-
teaching was envisioned to meet the needs of all students, especially those with special needs.  
Administrators need to know how to support co-teachers and, by extension, their students. 
Definition of Terms 
The following terms are used in the study: 
Alternative teaching: “… teachers divide the responsibility for planning and content 
instruction.  The majority of students remain in large-group setting, while some students work in 
a small group for re-teaching, pre-teaching, enrichment, or other individualized instruction” 
(Murawski, 2009, p. 199). 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): According to LaMorte (2011): 
The ADA extended antidiscrimination protections similar to Section 504 protections in 
public institutions to many private-sector areas, including employment, public 
accommodations, transportation, and telecommunications. These three laws, Section 504, 
the IDEA, and the ADA, provide the primary legal protections available for individuals 
with disabilities. (p. 255)  
Cohesion: how well co-teachers work together to share the responsibilities of co-
teaching. 
Common planning time: any time where both the general and special education teacher 
are working together to plan the delivery and adaptations needed for a lesson, activity, 
assessment, project, chapter, unit, etc. 
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Co-teaching: “when two or more educators co-plan, co-instruct, and co-assess a group of 
students with diverse needs in the same general education classroom” (Murawski, 2009, p. 23). 
Co-teaching methods: any of the following as identified by Dieker (2001) alternative 
teaching, lead and support, parallel teaching, station teaching or team teaching. 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975: currently known as the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  
Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE): LaMorte (2011) indicated: 
According to the IDEA, the right to a FAPE includes special education and related 
services that are free and without cost to parents or students and provided through an 
appropriate educational program that is under public supervision and direction and in 
conformity with the child’s individualized education program (IEP). (p. 257)  
General Education Teacher: the content or special area teacher who is not designated as 
a special education teacher by the school, but may hold those credentials (e.g., A Biology 
teacher may be co-teaching but will not write or implement IEP’s for any students). 
Inclusion: “… the practice of educating learners with special needs in the general 
education classroom” (Munk & Dempsey, 2010, p. 1). 
Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA): According to LaMorte (2011): 
With appropriate educational services, children with disabilities, like all other children, 
can be prepared to lead productive, independent, adult lives to the maximum extent 
possible. But prior to the passage of laws protecting children with disabilities, many of 
these children were excluded from public schools or were not receiving appropriate 
educational services. (p. 254) 
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Individual Education Program (IEP): a legally binding document that identifies a 
student’s academic needs as identified by the IEP team, lays out a plan to help the student 
overcome their difficulties in the classroom, specifies what the teacher will be responsible for 
within the academic or special education classroom, and also charts the academic and social 
progress of the student throughout their tenure in the special education program. 
Lead and Support: also known as One Teach, One Support. Refers to when, “… one of 
the teachers may take the majority of the responsibility for planning and/ or content instruction.  
The other teacher may take the primary responsibility for adaptations, classroom management, 
communications, charting, paperwork management, and other support that is needed” 
(Murawski, 2009, p. 188). 
Least Restrictive Environment (LRE): “A legal specification from the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) that students with disabilities are to be educated to the 
greatest extent possible with their general education peers” (Murawski, 2009, p. 9). 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB): a national law initially entitled the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (Murawski, 2009). 
Parallel teaching: “…teachers share responsibility for planning and content instruction.  
Teachers break the class into two heterogeneous groups and each instruct half of the class” 
(Murawski, 2009, p. 191). 
Professional development: any time provided by the school to learn, research, and/or 
develop skills needed to be successful teachers in the classroom. 
Regular Education Initiative (REI): is the movement through which the increased 
practice of mainstreaming has been highlighted.  Followers of the REI contend that the removal 
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of the student with disabilities from the general education classroom systematically creates two 
ineffective educational programs.   
Rehabilitation Act (504): Section 504 forbids organizations and employers from 
excluding or denying individuals with disabilities an equal opportunity to receive program 
benefits and services. It defines the rights of individuals with disabilities to participate in, and 
have access to, program benefits and services (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services). 
Response to Intervention (RTI): a framework to help identify student needs as outlined in 
IDEIA.  “Decisions in RTI are based on student data and need, and they occur within a multitier 
system of curriculum and intervention options” (Chapman & Hyatt, 2011, p. 13). 
Special Education Teacher: the teacher who is designated by the school as the teacher in 
charge of IEP’s for certain students.  This teacher may or may not hold credentials in the class in 
which they are co-teaching (e.g., A special education teacher can be co-teaching in science but 
may not hold the credentials to teach the class alone). 
Station teaching: “…teachers divide the responsibility for planning and content 
instruction.  Students are rotated between three or more stations (also known as centers), which 
are either manned by a teacher or assistant or are “independent” stations” (Murawski, 2009, p. 
196). 
Supplanted class: specialized instruction with modified curriculum in a small group 
outside the classroom which replaces classroom instruction (Retrieved from http://www.adams 
12.org/files/dms/Specialized_Instruction_White_Paper.pdf). This is the most restrictive 
environment possible for special education students. 
Successful co-teachers: for the purpose of this study, successful co-teaching was defined 
as the continued partnership of the co-teachers and a mutually agreed upon acceptance of both 
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teachers as equal contributing members to the education of all students within the classroom 
regardless of identification as special education or not. 
Team teaching: “… teachers share the responsibility for planning and content instruction.  
The students remain in large-group setting while teachers work as a team to introduce new 
content instruction, work on building skills, clarifying information, and facilitating learning and 
classroom management” (Murawski, 2009, p. 203). 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 
 
 In this study, the researcher assumed that co-teachers in the school district considered 
themselves to be successful co-teachers to some degree.  It is the belief of this researcher that 
these co-teachers would  be willing to engage in meaningful interviews to understand the 
fundamentals of what it means to be a co-teacher in a rural-suburban school district.  This study 
was limited by time, a very small number of study participants, and the participants’ willingness 
to participate in the study at all.  Phenomenological studies are categorized by small sample sizes 
in order to allow the researcher to develop a detailed case-by-case analysis of each individual 
(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).  Because the study was an Interpretive Phenomenological 
Analysis, the main analysis was based on the participants’ direct words.  In order to triangulate 
and verify data, multiple interviews and observation strategies were implemented.  Because the 
researcher sought to understand the phenomenon that is co-teaching, this study did not include 
any quantitative data.  In addition, to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon, the 
researcher utilized a sample of six participants to gather rich, anecdotal information to paint a 
picture of the co-teaching relationship (Vagle, 2014).  By interviewing the same group of 
participants multiple times, the research was rich with details and provided a deep picture of the 
phenomenon of co-teaching in the district. 
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Summary 
 Researchers identified several traits that unsuccessful co-teachers possess and espouse 
(Kloo & Zigmond, 2008).  However, there is a distinct gap in the literature as to what practices, 
behaviors, and mental modes co-teachers perceive to be most important to a successful co-
teaching relationship.  By identifying co-teaching as a phenomenon, the researcher conducted a 
qualitative IPA about what it means to be an effective co-teacher.  This research will be 
invaluable to current co-teachers and school administrators when they pair general and special 
education teachers. 
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
 
Conceptual Framework 
 The following discussion lays the foundation and provides a conceptual framework for 
the study.  It is essential to discuss the historical perspective of where the problem first arose and 
then focus on the laws mandating providing students with disabilities access to the general 
education curriculum. 
Historical development of co-teaching.  The practice of co-teaching was necessitated by 
the passage of several key educational laws and educational initiatives: the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, reauthorized as No Child Left Behind in 2002; 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, reauthorized in 1990 and 2008; the Education of 
All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, reauthorized as IDEA in 1997 and 2004; the Americans 
with Disabilities Act of 1990; and the Regular Education Initiative.  These educational laws and 
initiatives require all teachers to be highly qualified in the subject area they are teaching.  
However, this need for teachers to be highly qualified has created a problem at the secondary 
level.  Some special education teachers were formerly teaching students general education 
content material in a special education setting without that particular certification.   
These new laws requiring all teachers to be highly qualified in the content area they are 
teaching now precludes many special education teachers from teaching subjects they were 
formerly teaching in a supplanted or special education setting.  At the same time, general 
education teachers are not highly qualified to meet the special education needs of the identified 
students.  This apparent paradox compelled the development of teams of highly qualified 
teachers with special education teachers to meet the legal and academic needs of the state and the 
student.   
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Figure 2. A concept map for the development of co-teaching. 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  Most recently, in 2001, former 
President George W. Bush reauthorized the ESEA of 1965 as No Child Left Behind.  NCLB 
required that all schools and teachers be held accountable for student growth and improvement 
on standardized testing.  This growth is measured as annual yearly progress (AYP) made by a 
school each year (Santoli et al., 2008).  NCLB set out very aggressive benchmarks for the years 
leading from its inception to 2015 as outlined in a 2011 article in Education Week (“No Child 
Left Behind”, 2011).  All students in the United States of America are required to be proficient in 
reading and in mathematics (retrieved from the US Department of Education website).  Schools 
that do not meet the annual benchmarks would face consequences and sanctions ultimately 
leading to the closure and government take-over of failing schools.  All students, regardless of 
learning ability, are held to the same standards under NCLB.  
NCLB requires each student to be taught by a highly qualified teacher.  Steinbrecher et 
al. (2013) described the need for general education teachers, who are highly qualified in their 
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content area, to be paired with a special education teacher who can adapt content and material to 
meet the student’s defined needs in the IEP.  Together, these two teachers work to assist in the 
delivery of services needed for all students, not only those students identified as special 
education, to succeed in that environment.   
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (504).  This civil rights law passed in 1973 and reauthorized 
in 1992, 1998, and in 2014 with President Obama’s Work Force, guarantees all persons with 
disabilities access to work and publicly funded programs such as public schools.  Specifically in 
section 504 of the law, all individuals are assured equal access to education (U. S. Department of 
Labor).  This law would open the door for the passage of more educational laws to provide equal 
rights for students with disabilities.  Despite the law’s application for work and employment, the 
educational applications of the law created the first equal access to education for all students.  
This law broadened the definition of what it meant to be disabled, allowing more children to 
receive educational services (U. S. Department of Labor).   
Education of All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA).  Beginning in 1975 with the 
EAHCA, direct focus was given to children with special needs in public schools (Murawski, 
2009).  The EACHA was reauthorized several times beginning in in 1990, 1997 and 2004, and is 
presently known as IDEA.  Amendments to IDEA directly informed how schools currently 
educate students with disabilities.  These amendments defined the LRE, a student’s IEP, a Free 
and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) (Murawski, 1997), and Child Find where “schools 
have to find children with disabilities and start the referral process to determine eligibility” 
(Murawski, 1997, p. 15). 
IDEA declared that:  
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No longer could the absence of a particular type of "service," "setting" or "professional 
expertise" serve as an excuse for denial of educational services or opportunity. Families 
were provided with assurances and a means of redress if educational services were 
believed to be less than appropriate or adequate for their child. The parent and family 
members were also identified as vital members of the IEP team in designing an 
educational program for their child. (Pub. L. 94-142) 
The EAHCA evolved and was re-named and re-defined in 2004 to be finally called the 
Individuals with Disabilities in Education Improvement Act, or IDEIA (Murawski, 2009).  The 
IDEA furthered the mandatory inclusion of students with mild to moderate learning disabilities 
into mainstream classrooms (Austin, 2001).   
IDEA requires students with special needs to be, “educated to the greatest extent possible 
with their general education peers” (Murawski, 2009, p. 8).  For a majority of students with 
special needs, the general education classroom is the LRE in which they receive equal access to 
general education content while receiving appropriate special education services (Murawski, 
2009).  In accordance with NCLB and the ADA, students need to be placed in the LRE possible 
as defined on the IDEA webpage: 
In general--To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including 
children in public or private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with children 
who are not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children 
with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only when the nature or 
severity of the disability of a child is such that education in regular classes with the use of 
supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily. (US Department of 
Education) 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 28 
One program that helps prevent students from being un-necessarily diagnosed as having a 
Specific Learning Disability is Response to Intervention (RTI).  “RTI is a new method of 
identifying students with learning disabilities that many schools are adopting.  It involves having 
multiple levels, circles, or tiers of intervention- ranging from whole-group instruction to small-
group intensive interaction” (Murawski & Hughes, 2009, p. 1).  Students in the first tier receive 
the least amount of extra support and may spend their entire time in public education in the 
regular education classroom (Murawski & Hughes, 2009).  The second tier of students will need 
more support than the first tier, possibly in the form of one-on-one instruction with a specialist.  
Students in the third tier need the most help to make AYP (Murawski & Hughes, 2009).  RTI 
leaves the decision of implementation up to each school utilizing the system.  The goal is always 
to keep the students in the general education classroom as much as possible during the school 
day to ensure they are receiving an appropriate education in the LRE.   
Americans with Disabilities Act.  In 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), to 
begin including all students with disabilities in mainstream classrooms and would have to 
accommodate their physical and mental needs (U. S. Department of Labor website).  The ADA 
and IDEA forced schools to give students equal access to the same education as their peers 
despite any learning or physical impairments.  Not all students can receive the same education 
due to the severity of their disability.   
According to Santoli et al. (2008), sometimes, when students with disabilities are placed 
in the general education classroom as mandated by law, the students would often experience 
resistance and a feeling of exclusion by the regular education teacher.  Whether these feelings 
were intended or not, general education teachers are not prepared to deal with the special needs 
of these new students.  Hence, a special education teacher was added to the general education 
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classroom to ensure government mandates, and the special needs of each student were being 
properly addressed. 
Walther-Thomas (1997) commented on the benefits for students, “Most participants 
reported that inclusive programs helped improve identified students’ feelings of self-esteem and 
self-confidence.” (p. 399).  To best accommodate the specific needs of students, and to help them 
feel welcome in mainstream classrooms, in some cases, a special education teacher is paired with 
a general education teacher (Cook & Friend, 1995).   
Regular Education Initiative (REI).  In 1986, then Assistant Secretary for the Office of 
Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, Madeline Will, wrote a report stating that more 
general education teachers should be held responsible for teaching more mildly disabled 
students.  Her report noted the importance of inclusive practices and how these mildly disabled 
students should be main streamed to the greatest extent possible with their peers (Hallahan, 
Keller, McKinney, Lloyd, & Bryan, 1988).  Will further commented on the negative stigma for 
special education students who are denied equal access to general education settings, “Often the 
results are lowered academic achievement and social expectations on the part of the students … 
which can lead to poor performance and an inability to learn effectively” (Exceptional Children, 
1986).   
REI supports the formation of co-teaching teams in order to meet the needs of all 
classroom learners: 
Rather than assuming that one type of service configuration will meet the needs of all the 
youngsters identified in the higher prevalence categories of special education, it makes 
sense to have available a variety of service configurations. …  Only in this way can 
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schools be prepared to educate the incredibly diverse population of students in the higher 
prevalence categories. (Hallahan et al., 1988, p. 34)   
Ways to meet the requirements of the law.  In response to NCLB, Rehabilitation Act and 
IDEA, local and federal programs were developed to encourage schools to create plans for 
increasing scores on standardized testing, adopt national standards of excellence, and implement 
the national standards statewide.  One of the numerous ways to meet the national requirements of 
such laws is to pull out learning students with learning disabilities for support services (Solis, 
Vaughn, Swanson, & McCulley, 2012).  However, this methodology removes students from their 
general education classes, causing them to miss course content.  Pulling students from general 
classes also add a stigma to those students and contribute to negative student self-perceptions.  
Hence, using a co-teacher to provide supports within the classroom was a more suitable option 
for meeting the needs of all students. 
Literature Review 
In order to understand the appropriateness of co-teaching, it is critical to first defend the 
appropriateness of inclusion of students with SLD in the regular education environment.  This 
literature review will review studies regarding the benefits of inclusion, then look at teacher 
perceptions of inclusion, and then examine the co-teaching model as a strategy for the successful 
inclusion of students with disabilities.  This literature review includes discussions of the 
numerous factors that contribute to or detract from the success of co-teachers, the underlying 
causes for the creation of the co-teaching model, and the need for further study of successful co-
teaching models.  In reviewing the literature, this author clarifies teachers’ perceptions about 
what makes them successful co-teachers.   
Benefits of Inclusion 
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 Special education students who are included in the regular education setting along with 
general education students experience a wealth of benefits that they would not have exposure to 
in a supplanted classroom. Students with SLD gain social acceptance from their peers and are not 
labeled as the ‘dumb kids’ in class due to heterogeneous grouping.  “Students with disabilities 
participate in general education not because they fit in, but because they have a right to be there 
and with adequate support can be successful” (Rea & Connell, 2005, p. 6).  Scholars Vaughn, 
Elbaum, Schumm and Hughes (1998) noted, most educators believe “… a commonly held 
assumption that students with disabilities will be better accepted, have more friends, and feel 
better about themselves if placed full-time in the general education classroom (p. 428).  Vaughn 
et al. also noted in their study the participants that utilized collaborative groups and co-teaching 
show benefits to students with SLD in the areas of “reciprocal friendships” (p. 433), “social 
skills” (p. 432), and “social functioning” (p. 432).   
If students have a high self-concept, they will try more in classes, engage more with 
fellow classmates and expend more energy on academic work compared to non-included 
students (Elbaum & Vaughn, 2001).  Tremblay (2013) noted the academic benefits of inclusion 
as it directly relates to the co-teaching method.  When studying two homogeneous groups of first 
grade SLD students in special education or co-taught classrooms, by the end of the year, their 
performance on a norm-based test was statistically significant (Tremblay, 2013, p. 256).  
Tremblay demonstrated the great need for inclusion for students with SLD in order to meet the 
requirements of educational laws.  Vance (2001) noted the following conclusion on student’s 
perceptions of co-teaching and inclusion: 
The co-teachers reported being encouraged by student participation, acceptance of 
differences, and cooperation with teachers and each other.  This finding may mean that 
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students are generally amenable to the collaborative teaching model and therefore are 
likely to benefit from it. (p. 253) 
 Despite these benefits, researchers noted that teachers are not prepared to fully include 
these students in order to reach the benefits intended by such laws as IDEA, NCLB, ADA, and 
504 (Elbaum & Vaughn, 2001; Vaughn et al.,  1998).  Regular education and special education 
teachers need more training while they are teaching to ensure that they are meeting the needs of 
all students in the classroom.  That is why the need for co-teaching developed from the 
requirements of the law: the union of content knowledge and special education expertise.  Solis 
et al. (2012) stated: 
However, within the inclusion setting, a co-teaching arrangement is often established so 
that a special education teacher works along with the general education teacher to provide 
needed supports, precluding the need for students with disabilities to leave the classroom 
to receive specialized assistance. (Solis et al., 2012, p. 498)   
Teacher Perceptions of Inclusion 
 According to Logan and Wimer (2013), “Teacher attitudes matter in the classroom. 
Attitudes impact how teachers communicate with students as well as how curricular decisions 
are determined in the classroom” (p. 3).  Just as students can tell when their co-teachers are not 
getting along, students can tell when teachers feel uncomfortable or are unwelcoming of them 
because of their disabilities.  Not only do students feel the unease of their teachers, but those 
negative perceptions also impact the academic and social well-being of the student with SLD.  
Diane Haas (1993) commented on the importance of inclusion for social and academic purposes 
of the special education students in regular education classrooms:  
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Teachers' and peers' perception of the academic ability and behavior of the student with 
disabilities has a great deal to do with that child's social acceptance. The appropriate 
place to develop social and communication skills is in regular education classes and 
activities in a normal school setting. Segregation promotes dependence and isolation and 
limits opportunities for students to learn skills that enhance independent living. (p. 34) 
Despite the known benefits to the students, Scruggs and Mastropieri (1996) noted a lack of 
interest by regular education teachers to engage in inclusive classrooms.  Only “1,170 (53.4%) of 
2,193 teachers expressed such a willingness” (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996, p. 62).  This statistic 
indicates that although the law requires these students to be included in general education 
classrooms by law, regular education teachers are unwilling or unsure how to make the situation 
fruitful based on their training.  The lack of knowledge on the part of the general education 
teacher strengthens the need for a co-teaching pair in order to meet the complex learning needs 
of students with disabilities. 
 Vance (2001) noted the following benefits in his study on teachers’ perceptions on the 
practice of co-teaching: reduced student to teacher ratio, greater knowledge of content area by 
special education teacher, greater classroom management skills by the general education teacher, 
a positive influence on professional development, and having another point of view on classroom 
issues.  The study showed the importance of co-teaching as expressed by co-teachers.   
Defining Co-Teaching 
In response to these laws, initiatives, and the associated challenges with implementation, 
many school districts implemented a co-teaching model (Murawski, 2009).  In this model, a 
special education teacher and a general education teacher are present in the same room at the 
same time to meet the needs of all students in the general education classroom.  Thousand, Villa, 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 34 
and Nevin (2006) expanded the definition of co-teaching as follows: “co-teaching is also referred 
to as the key for bringing people with diverse backgrounds and interests together to share 
knowledge and skills as they individualize learning for students” (p).  Collaborative teaching 
provides general and special educators a greater opportunity to ensure that students with 
disabilities obtain a more structured and appropriate education within their community 
(Murawski, 2009).  A more actionable definition of co-teaching was provided by Chapman and 
Hyatt (2011), “Co-teaching is an effective, evidence-based instructional strategy in which two or 
more caring professionals share responsibility for a group of students and work collaboratively to 
add instructional value to enhance their efforts.” (p. 8).  Both definitions include the concept of 
synergy between the two teachers in order to serve the educational needs of their students. 
Co-teaching was developed to provide highly qualified teachers to students who have 
needs identified by an IEP or a 504-service agreement plan.  On their own, neither the special 
education teacher nor the general education teacher possesses enough knowledge to effectively 
teach all students with disabilities.  Until licensing requirements change for special education 
teachers or general education teachers are changed, these sets of highly qualified teachers will be 
paired. 
Co-teaching has five standard models to follow but the key to success lies in 
administrative support, common planning time, professional development or training, and 
personality (Murawski, 2009; Stivers, 2008; Tremblay, 2013).  When these factors align, there 
can be a great benefit for all stakeholders of co-teaching: special education students, general 
education students, special education teachers, and general education teachers alike. 
The Need for Co-Teaching 
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 Co-teaching is one of several methodologies that have been developed to meet the needs 
of all students within the classroom.  Inclusion classrooms grew out of parents’ dissatisfaction 
with the traditional pull-out classroom, students’ self-perception as less than their peers, and the 
social effects of mainstreaming (Vaughn, Elbaum, & Schumm; 1996).  “Furthermore, the stigma 
of a disability will never diminish as long as the needs of children with disabilities are defined 
outside of the context of the needs of all children” (Palley, 2006, p. 235).  These two specific 
teachers are needed to meet the special education needs as outlined in the student’s IEP.  
Rosenberg and Sindelar (as cited in Brownell, Ross, Elayne, & McCallum, 2005) asserted that:  
Chronic teacher shortages in special education, as well as concerns about a dwindling 
teacher workforce in general, have led to a variety of alternative routes to the classroom.  
The nature of these alternative routes is largely unknown, as is their capacity for ensuring 
that qualified special education teachers are available to serve students with disabilities. 
(p. 1) 
Many teacher education programs do not meet the national requirements to produce 
highly qualified graduates.  To meet these provisions, colleges and universities across the nation 
are over-hauling their programs to include more rigorous requirements (Brownell et al., 2005).  
Dieker and Murawski (2003) noted:  
Many secondary general education teacher preparation programs focus on content 
mastery at a much higher level than their counterparts in special education. Secondary 
special educators often are provided strong preparation in learning differences and 
accommodations but have limited content specific curricular knowledge. (p. 3) 
As teachers are grandfathered in to these new, highly qualified, positions while new 
teachers enter the field already highly qualified, there is still a lack in preparatory courses for 
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teachers in special education.  There is a continuing need for licensure requirements to expand to 
include more special education courses for all teachers.  Until such changes are fully 
implemented, co-teaching is a viable solution for school districts to meet the general and special 
education needs of their student population. 
Perceived Problems 
Despite the promise and potential of co-teaching to address the needs of the 
Rehabilitation Act and IDEA, co-teaching has its drawbacks and limitations.  Many general 
education teachers are unwilling to relinquish control of their classroom to an outsider.  Many 
co-teachers do not actually co-teach; they merely have one teacher teaching and another acting as 
an aide.  In addition, the special education teacher is often viewed as a lesser authority figure 
than the general education teacher causing discord in the classroom (Murawski, 2009).  While 
these limitations are significant, the crucial test of the success of the co-teaching model is the 
relationship between the teachers. 
Many times the pair is unsuccessful in reaching their full co-teaching potential due to a 
number of factors.  A study by Walther-Thomas (1997) reported the same struggles, “The most 
persistent problems that participants reported involved scheduled planning time, student 
scheduling, caseload concerns, administrative support, and staff development opportunities” (p. 
8).  The difficulty for teachers to schedule their students into co-taught classes is due to the fact 
that, “Because this was a labor intensive process, it often met with resistance from staff members 
who were traditionally responsible for scheduling decisions” (Walther-Thomas, 1997, p. 9).  
Walther-Thomas noted that while the co-teaching pairs were mildly successful, there was a 
distinct lack of professional development despite an interest in such activities.  Often times the 
co-teaching pair does not have a choice if they want to co-teach or even with whom they would 
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like to work.  Just because two teachers are assigned to work together, the fact that they will be 
in the same room at the same time does not guarantee they will be a successful co-teaching pair.   
Marriage, relationship, dance partners; all of these terms describe the co-teaching 
relationship.  But what makes the pair successful?  An abundance of information exists on 
unsuccessful co-teaching pairs.  However, little insight is shed on the practices or beliefs of the 
successful co-teaching pairs.  Some co-teaching pairs, however, find classroom harmony and 
help struggling students blossom into seekers of knowledge.  To this researcher, a successful co-
teaching pair achieves the following: an increase in positive behaviors in all students, an increase 
in any measure of academic growth, synergy of students and both teachers, and an engaged 
learning environment for all stakeholders.  
Models of Co-teaching 
 Co-teaching is comprised of one special education teacher with one general education 
teacher.  According to Dieker (2001), the five main styles of co-teaching are: Lead and support, 
station teaching, parallel teaching, alternative teaching, and team teaching.  Several scholars 
recommend the use of several types of co-teaching models to keep students engaged and to keep 
developing the co-teaching relationship (Aldridge, 2008; Austin, 2001; Walther-Thomas, 1997).  
Co-teaching teams may begin by implementing one of these styles and then meta-morph into 
others as their partnership grows and as their lessons dictate.  When a new pair of co-teachers 
begins to work together, they typically fall into one of the models where the general education 
teacher does the majority of the teaching and the special education teacher helps only the special 
education students.  However, this can lead to a divided classroom and feelings of in-equality 
between the two teachers (Johnson & Brumback, 2013). 
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 Lead and follow.  Lead and follow is a good style for beginning co-teachers.  It allows 
the general content teacher to teach as he or she normally would.  It also allows the special 
education teacher time to observe the students identified with special needs and spend time 
helping students before they fall behind.  This method preserves the typical roles of general 
education and special education teacher while requiring the least amount of interaction. 
While this style of co-teaching may be easy to begin with, the role of lead teacher should 
change often so the students do not perceive a difference in status between the lead teacher and 
the support teacher (Murawski, 2009).   
 Station teaching.  Kloo and Zigmond (2008) defined station teaching as follows: 
Station teaching involves dividing the instructional content and the physical space of the 
classroom into two or more zones. Each teacher assumes responsibility for teaching a 
segment of the content at a prearranged station while students rotate through the stations. 
(p. 15) 
Some models go so far as to split the teachers in separate rooms as they teaching the different 
topics to different groups of students (Moorehead & Grillo, 2013).  This method can be very 
successful when performing group reviews or when some students need more time with a basic 
concept but there may be a group of advanced students that needs to be challenged as well.  
Station teaching is most successful when the special education teacher feels comfortable with the 
content and planning in advance is needed.   
 Parallel teaching.  Parallel teaching can be done in several different ways and is very 
similar to station teaching.  The only difference is that both teachers are teaching the same 
content at the same time, just in different places. This strategy works well allowing one teacher 
to move faster with certain students and the other teacher to spend time with those needing step-
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by-step guidance through each lesson.  Parallel teaching, or side-by-side teaching also allows, 
“Each of the side-by-side partners (to) contribute more intensely to decisions about curriculum 
and instruction for their students” (Chapman & Hyatt, 2011, p. 24).  This technique requires 
planning and can be overwhelming or confusing to students so attention is needed in planning 
the purpose and structure of the lesson (Chapman & Hyatt, 2011). 
Alternative teaching.  Alternative teaching is used to pull out and remediate students 
who are struggling with concepts while the lead teacher teaches the next part of the lesson.  
Austin (2001) outlined the usefulness of this technique:  
Alternative teaching is a great method for differentiated instruction. The learning support 
students receive adaptations to the course work and assessments as per their IEP. One 
teacher can take students needing more help with a topic and reteach to them while the 
other teacher teaches the other students advanced information. (p. 2) 
This model can be implemented almost daily to catch up students who have been absent.  Having 
a co-teacher allows the lead teacher to keep teaching while students who have been out of school 
for any length of time to get personalized attention without taking time away from the instruction 
of the entire class.  Like many other styles of co-teaching listed here, both teachers must be 
comfortable with the material to take on either group of students. 
 Team teaching.  The final main method of commonly recognized co-teaching is team 
teaching.  Dieker (2001) defined team teaching as, “… both teachers appear(ed) to share equally 
in the development, presentation, delivery, and evaluation of the lesson” (p. 4).  In this method, 
both teachers are presenting the same information to the same group of students at the same time.  
There are many ways to accomplish this style.  Typically, one teacher will start the lesson and 
the other teacher may ask clarifying questions that students are afraid to ask or to help them 
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grasp the main idea of what was just said.  In this style of co-teaching, students see both teachers 
as equals in the classroom.   
Some pairs of co-teachers are highly creative in the way they work together to teach the 
material and remediate students at the same time.  In other pairs, the general education teacher 
does all the work, all the planning, all the teaching, all the grading and the special education 
teacher is the disciplinarian only when needed by students with special needs (Sims, 2008).  If 
more co-teaching pairs could find a way to work more cohesively, the learning experience for the 
students would increase dramatically.  When a co-teaching pair is strained or ineffective, 
students pick up on the negative energy from their teachers and can manipulate situations to their 
preferred outcome.  When co-teachers are a unified front, great learning for teachers and students 
can take place.  
Theories Behind Unsuccessful Co-Teaching Pairs 
As defined by Little and Dieker (2009): 
Co-teaching enables schools to meet mandates for accountability, teacher quality, and 
equal access for students with disabilities.  A co-teaching team consists of a general 
education teacher with exceptional content knowledge and pedagogical skill paired with a 
special education teacher. 
Co-teaching relationships are fragile.  The success or failure of a co-teaching pair is based on a 
few key factors that can make or break a team: common planning time (Little & Dieker, 2009), 
support from administration (Scruggs et al., 2007), training or professional development 
(Walther-Thomas, 1997), sense of humor and getting along with the other person (Stivers, 2008).  
Dieker and Murawski (2003) discussed the needs of co-teachers: “…expecting general and 
special educators to possess the same content and knowledge base is ludicrous; instead, teachers 
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need to be taught how to recognize one another's areas of expertise and to collaboratively build 
upon those strengths” (p. 1).  
Simms (2003), a first year teacher, documented her successes and failures with multiple 
co-teachers during her first year of teaching.  Simms described a class in which one of her co-
teachers sat in the back of the room all year and only disciplined the special education students 
as needed.  This division of responsibility created a perceived difference in classroom authority 
between the two teachers in the eyes of the students.  When the special education teacher would 
try and teach a concept, the students were disrespectful and would not listen because she was just 
a teacher’s helper to them.  If this method of co-teaching led to an unsuccessful pair, will not 
using this method make other co-teaching pairs successful?  
Common planning time.  Numerous scholars report a lack of common planning time as 
a major reason for distress between co-teachers (Aldridge, 2008; Gerber & Popp, 2000; Little & 
Dieker, 2009; Scruggs et al., 2007; & Stivers, 2008).  Scruggs et al. (2007) noted in their survey, 
“a frequently noted issue was the importance of planning time, noted in nearly all of the 
investigations” (p. ).  Common planning time allows both teachers to have input into the 
planning of the lesson itself as well as the best method of delivery for the students as well as for 
themselves.  Gerber and Popp (2000) noted, “Effective collaborative teaching is predicated on 
planning time for teacher teams.  Planning time should be a priority for all schools…” (p. 232). 
During common planning time, general education teachers and special education teachers 
can collaborate on how to best deliver the content to the regular education students while 
meeting the needs of each special education student’s IEP.  Not only can co-teachers plan 
content together, but they can also plan who will do what during the period.  Lack of common 
planning time has been identified as a cause for unsuccessful co-teaching pairs.  Common 
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planning time can also help the general education teacher become more aware of the struggles of 
the students with IEP’s in their classes.   
Examining teaching methods, tests, and grading policies through different eyes is a lesson 
in humility as well as a growing experience.  However, due to most schedules, and the number of 
special education and general education teachers involved in co-teaching multiple subjects with 
multiple people, it is often un-feasible to schedule common planning time.  But is a lack common 
planning time automatic failure for a co-teaching team? 
Administrative support.  Scruggs et al. (2007) noted administrative support is a key 
ingredient to success of any co-teaching team.  These authors linked administrative support to 
such key factors as “volunteerism”, “planning time”, “training”, and even “compatibility” 
(Scruggs et al., 2007).  School administrators have the ability to plan teachers’ schedules to allow 
for common planning time as well as for professional development.  Gerber and Popp (2000) 
also acknowledged administrative support for co-teaching has four key areas of influence, “(a) 
strategic scheduling, (b) planning time, (c) voluntary participation, and (d) program evaluation” 
(p. 232).  According to Villa, Thousand, Nevin, and Liston (2005) as cited in Santoli et al. 
(2008), “In a survey of educators’ attitudes toward inclusive education, the degree of 
administrative support for the practice [of inclusion] was the most powerful predictor of a 
general educators’ positive feeling toward inclusive practices” (p. 43). 
At the end of a school year, when decisions about teacher and student schedules for the 
next year commence, it is typically the decision of the administration to assign co-teachers to 
classes that warrant the support.  A survey conducted by Gerber and Popp (2000) noted teachers’ 
reaction to survey questions on co-teaching.  The teachers involved in the survey stated they 
would prefer to choose their co-teacher citing personality as the top factor in determining how 
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well co-teaching pairs would work together (Gerber & Popp, 2000). Voluntary participation in 
co-teaching makes each teacher more open to the process of collaborative teaching.  When 
administrators force teachers to co-teach together, they may be setting the pair up for failure 
from day one.  Administrative support and teacher input in the assignment process may help put 
together teachers who at minimum wish to co-teach but will having the choice make the team 
successful?  
Professional development.  A third central factor in the success or failure of co-teaching 
is professional development and training.  Very little co-teaching preparation is included in pre-
service teacher education.  Brownell et al. (2005) surveyed and analyzed data from teacher 
preparation programs.  Most preparation courses for general education teachers include some 
special education classes.  Whereas special education preparatory classes focus very little on 
content and more on the specific needs of meeting IEP requirements and differentiating 
instruction to meet the needs of each student.  Only a few classes even mention the co-teaching 
model, let alone how to best implement it.  Brown et al. concluded that more research is needed 
in the field of teacher preparation, as there are too many schools and programs to gain a deep 
understanding of what content is covered.   
Before the special education teacher was added to the classroom, most general education 
teachers did not have the proper special education training to adapt their course content to meet 
the needs of their now inclusive classrooms.  Many general education teachers did not openly 
welcome students with disabilities into their classrooms because they did not know how to 
handle their needs and thus found the students disruptive to their normal routine.  Very little 
comparative literature exists on teacher training programs and courses, as there are far too many 
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colleges and universities offering teacher certification programs to realistically assess and 
examine the content of their mandatory special education courses.  
In addition to pre-service teacher training, existing co-teaching pairs should be enrolled 
in continuing training in the form of professional development through their schools or the 
ability to attend conferences outside of the school to refine and hone their co-teaching 
relationship.  Murawski (2009) noted: 
This lack of professional development has led many teachers to have a negative 
experience with co-teaching.  In addition, those teachers who have managed to make 
their relationship work reported that they often spent way more time trying to figure out 
for themselves what co-teaching should entail than they would have needed to has some 
upfront training been provided to them. (p. 29) 
Professional development and teacher preparatory programs in tandem with administration 
support and common planning time are key pieces to set co-teachers up for success. 
Personality.  The final key factor in co-teaching success is personality.  Co-teachers have 
been compared to dance partners as well those in a marriage.  A more effective way to describe 
the often times forced relationship would be an arranged marriage; as most teachers do not have 
a say with whom they co-teach.  If the two teachers have similar fundamental beliefs about 
teaching then the pair has the potential to be successful.  If the two teachers can get along outside 
the classroom, then they may be a successful teaching pair.   
However, if the teachers’ fundamental beliefs on education differ, the relationship will 
most likely be strained.  Simms (2008) noted, “General education teachers, accustomed to 
working alone, can be territorial and resentful of the ‘intrusion.’  If such attitudes exist, the co-
teaching partnership cannot work, and the students will suffer for the failure of their two teachers 
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to work together” (p. 61).  To make co-teaching relationships work, both teachers need to spend 
time getting to know each other and their conceptual beliefs about teaching; if at all possible, 
prior to the beginning of the school year.  If these beliefs differ on a basic level, the pair may not 
succeed unless mental modes can be shifted.   
Teachers perform every day for their students to grab and hold their attention.  Teachers 
have to sing a song and dance a jig to get students to focus on what they have to say to reach all 
of their diverse learners.  Teachers also have to remain calm under pressure when dealing with 
difficult situations.  Time after time, personality is cited as the main reason for the failure of a 
co-teaching pair.  According to Stivers (2008), a sense of humor helps in co-teaching.  Being 
able to laugh at mistakes and learn from each other is an essential key in maintaining a positive 
co-teaching bond.   
Co-teaching is about sharing.  When teachers reach an impasse on a classroom issue, they 
may need to let go of rigidly held ideas in order to assimilate new, shared beliefs (Dieker, 2001).  
This act of letting go can be a difficult part of co-teaching.  In the same way that there must be 
give and take in any partnership or marriage, co-teaching is built on a foundation of teamwork.    
Co-teaching relationships are most strained when one teacher refuses to give up his or her 
individual belief on a specific idea or method.  When new co-teaching pairs are born, the team 
needs to develop and incorporate the new ideas of their co-teacher into their own teaching 
schemata.  This process of assimilating new ideas is a stressful one on top of the stress of having 
another person with you watching your every move.  Teachers must learn to let things go when 
working together as a team (Stivers, 2008).  Not everyone is well suited for co-teaching.  This 
case is especially true at the high school level where most teachers are independent in their 
classrooms.  Must successful co-teachers get along all of the time?   
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Students should see their co-teachers as equals when it comes to content knowledge; 
otherwise discipline may be problematic.  When only one teacher does the body of work, 
students do not have the same level of respect for both co-teachers in the classroom.  Also, 
resentment can build if one teacher feels that they are doing all the work for the class 
(Mastropieri et al., 2005).  According to Stivers (2008), “Wisdom lies in recognizing those times 
when something other than your preferred approach will probably work just as well” (p. 123).  
As with successful relationships, just giving in all the time doesn’t solve anything long-term 
either. 
Conclusions 
 By examining the history of educational law such as NCLB, Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act, IDEA, ADA, and REI, there is a distinct need for more support for children 
with special needs.  Until such a time when teacher education programs adequately prepare 
teachers to interact with all special needs children, co-teachers are a realistic solution.  Once 
teachers are paired, there are five commonly accepted models of collaborative teaching: lead and 
support, station teaching, parallel teaching, alternative teaching, and team teaching.  Success, or 
failure, of co-teachers is reportedly tied to common planning time, administrative support, 
professional development, and personality.  
 In response to laws and increasing pressure for all students to meet them, co-teaching is 
spreading throughout the country as a way to meet the needs of our students (Dieker & 
Murawski, 2003).  However, there is a lack of training, support, and time for co-teachers to work 
together and develop a working relationship.   Even though existing laws created the need for co-
teachers, the world of professional education has not caught up to the demands of the union 
(Santoli et al., 2008). 
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Unfortunately, there is no magic formula revealed in any of the literature for what will 
consistently make a co-teaching pair successful.  The literature indicates that co-teaching is a hit 
or miss union affected by specific factors.  Yet, with work, a great partnership can be developed 
if it is nurtured with the right ingredients.  These pairs of teachers, one special education teacher 
with one general education teacher, define co-teaching. Co-teaching can take many different 
shapes and many different styles in successful pairs as well as unsuccessful pairs.  Much research 
exists and defines what co-teaching is and touts five main styles as the seminal methods of 
delivery. 
Most success for special needs students involved in mainstreaming and co-teaching is 
attributed to an increase in self-esteem and perceived acceptance from peers and teachers 
(Walther-Thomas, 1997).  Student with learning disabilities often feel singled out in regular 
education teachers by their teachers.  When co-teachers have time to plan together they can 
assimilate their ideas on how students should be taught, how to best deliver the content and how 
to assess students once the content is taught.  This process of planning together, even once a 
week, can allow this bonding to occur between the general education and special education co-
teachers.   
 What are the hallmarks of successful co-teaching pairs?  Not much concrete research 
currently exists on the techniques and practices of successful co-teachers.  Logic may indicate 
that by doing the opposite of all the information gathered in reviewing the literature, you may 
form a successful pair.  In the only article available on successful co-teachers, Dieker (2001), 
outlines some aspects of successful co-teaching pairs: creating a positive climate, positive 
perception of co-teaching by all, active learning, high expectations for behavior and academic 
performance, planning, and multiple methods for evaluating students.   
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 In reviewing the literature, it is clear that a well-defined relationship between co-teachers 
is needed.  While there are multitudes of co-teaching methods to utilize, each pair of co-teachers 
needs to find the right fit for their personalities.  A division of work between the two co-teachers 
is one option, but the lack of common planning time is frequently attributed to unsuccessful co-
teaching relationships (Dieker & Little, 2000).  Both the general education and special education 
teachers need to be seen as equals in the eyes of their students, otherwise the partnership will 
suffer (Kloo et al., 2008).  Co-teachers need time to work and plan together but they also need 
support from administration in the form of common planning time as well as professional 
development to enhance their relationship and grow as a team if they are to succeed (Murawski, 
2009).  
 Success in co-teaching is not easily defined but by drawing inferences from the literature, 
success can take the form of increased standardized test scores, both teachers feeling like equals 
in the classroom, increase in social interaction, and a feeling of acceptance among non-disabled 
peers (Aldridge, 2008; Moorehead & Grillo, 2013).  Co-teaching failure is more widely 
documented (Dieker, 2001; Hanq & Rabren, 2009; Johnson, 2013; Johnson et al., 2013; 
Mastropieri et al., 2005; Walther-Thomas, 1997; Simms, 2008). 
Having the set of tools used by successful co-teaching pairs can help provide professional 
development for other co-teaching pairs.  This information can impact changes in teacher 
education programs for pre-service teachers.  Successful co-teachers can help all of their students 
with and without learning disabilities feel successful.  Successful co-teachers can also help their 
schools meet government-mandated standards.   
In the future, more research will be needed to identify the successful aspects of numerous 
co-teaching pairs.  This information can be gathered most readily though interviews and other 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 49 
qualitative data gathering techniques.  The data most in need will be a quantitative study done on 
the skills and practices co-teachers perceive to be the key to their team success. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
 
Introduction 
 
 This chapter describes the research strategies and methodologies that were used in this 
study. The researcher described the school district and why the district was chosen for research 
site.  In addition, the sample population of co-teachers was identified and a rationale was 
provided for why those specific teachers were identified.  The researcher also outlined how 
access was gained to this population as well as the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and district 
board approval. 
 Next, the research design and rational for this Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA) study (Smith, et al., 2009) are described.  In choosing this methodology, the researcher has 
given voice to the experiences that co-teachers have with regard to the co-teaching phenomenon. 
This researcher tried to understand the world of the participant in order to explain what it is like 
(Larkin, Watts, & Clifton, 2006).  The IPA methodology allowed the researcher to explore what 
it is like to be in a co-teaching experience gain a new perspective on teachers’ views.  Lastly, the 
ethical considerations required by this study are listed.  The researcher discusses how the 
participants’ rights and privacy were protected and additional measures, such as storage of 
sensitive materials, taken to protect the study participants. 
Site and Population 
 
Population description. Co-teaching is defined, for the purposes of this study, as one 
special education and one general education teacher delivering content to the same group of 
students and working together to plan, develop, and implement learning strategies to meet the 
needs of all students in the general education classroom setting. The population of this study 
consisted of current co-teachers in a rural-suburban public school district in southeastern 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 51 
Pennsylvania.  After attending a meeting for all district co-teachers in June of 2014, it was 
estimated that there are 60 potential participants from the high school, middle school, and 
intermediate school combined.  Due to the rigorous nature of an IPA, it was unrealistic to include 
all 60 co-teachers.  Nor was it be reasonable to assume that all 60 would be willing and able to 
participate in the full study.  
This study included six participants, comprised of three co-teaching teams.  Smith et al. 
(2009) indicated that “IPA studies usually have a small number of participants and the aim is to 
reveal something of the experience of each of those individuals” (p. 3).  Studying only current 
co-teachers will help give a deeper view of the phenomenon of successful co-teaching in the 
district.  In addition, studying co-teachers who have been paired for several years, or who have 
been co-teaching in general for several years, provided ample information on the development of 
habits they value in their relationships.  
A purposeful sampling technique was employed to find the six participants required for 
the study.  First, the researcher contacted the supervisor of special education services for the 
district for a recommendation on three pairs of co-teachers who might be willing to participate in 
the study.  In purposeful sampling, Merriam (2009) stated that “You not only spell out the 
criteria you will use, but you also say why the criteria is important” (p. 78).  In this study, the 
criterion were teams of established co-teaching pairs of more than 2 years and those who were 
willing to share their expertise on the phenomenon of co-teaching to enhance the experience for 
future co-teaching duos.  If the pairs recommended by the principals were unable or unwilling to 
participate, snowball sampling or chain sampling (Merriam, 2009, p. 79) would have been 
implemented to engage pairs of co-teachers and then spread the word by mouth about the study 
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to gain the remaining pairs needed.  Fortunately, all three pairs provided by the district staff 
member were willing to participate in the study, so snowball sampling was not necessary. 
Site description.  The school district enrolls nearly 5240 students, employs 370 staff 
members, and houses four school buildings.  The elementary school houses grades kindergarten 
through grade three.  The intermediate school houses grades four through six.  The middle school 
houses grades seven and eight.  Lastly, the high school houses grades nine through 12.  Co-
teachers represent approximately 16% of the total teaching population. The school district is a 
mainly rural-suburban with a large migrant-worker population.   
The implementation site for the study was based at the intermediate school, middle 
school, and high school buildings.  Based on convenience and availability, a designated meeting 
room or each individual teacher’s room was utilized for interviews.  When possible, the 
researcher met with each teacher in her respective classroom.  Meeting each teacher in her own 
room provided each participant with a sense of comfort with her surroundings. 
There are very few co-teaching pairs at the elementary level due to the nature of the 
curriculum and the structure of the elementary setting.  If a student needs special services they 
are not already getting in their general education classroom, the student is traditionally pulled out 
of his or her regular education classroom for special services, such as reading practice or work 
with the special education teacher on other skills.  Thus, the elementary school was not 
considered for the study because it does not utilize the co-teaching model.  Conversely, there is a 
vast quantity of co-teachers at the high school level.  Due to the personal relationships the 
researcher may have with many co-teachers at the high school, the researcher bracketed her own 
pre-conceptions about co-teaching while conducting interviews with high school co-teachers.  To 
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gain a broad sense of the co-teaching phenomenon in the school district, a pair of co-teachers 
from each possible school was examined. 
Site access. The first step in gaining access to the teachers in the district was to 
participate in the IRB process at Drexel University.  Upon completion of the IRB process, a 
proposal outlining the intention of the study and the limited emotional risks to the participants 
was submitted to the superintendent, the school board, and other appropriate staff members.  
After submitting this outline for review, the proposal was brought before the school board to 
review the intentions of the study, how results would be reported and to whom, as well as other 
questions regarding the study.  Upon approval, the researcher began to work with building level 
staff to determine meeting dates and time with the six co-teachers.  
The researcher considered applying for access to co-teachers in neighboring districts, but 
concluded it would be difficult for the superintendent of another district to grant access to a non-
employee to the faculty, staff, and the special education students.  Due to the highly sensitive 
nature of special education information, it was very unlikely that access would be granted to this 
population even though the students themselves would not be included in the study.  This 
research was conducted solely in this researcher’s school district. 
Research Design and Rationale 
 
 The general research focus of this study was interpretive and qualitative.  Interpretive 
refers to the researcher’s intent to interpret and make sense of the meaning that others have about 
the world they live in (Creswell, 2013).  The researcher’s prime initiative was to understand the 
co-teaching phenomenon from the perspective of the participants.  Due to the research question, 
this study was qualitative and phenomenological. According to Creswell (2012), qualitative 
research answers the ‘what’ questions.  In the case of this research, the phenomenological 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 54 
portion was to understand the lived experiences of teachers working in a co-teaching 
environment.  This researcher sought to gain this understanding through in-depth interviews of 
each participant.  These interviews provided critical insight into how co-teachers view their own 
experiences.   
In order to make recommendations in Chapter 5 concerning how these experiences can 
lead creating sustainable co-teaching teams, the phenomenon of co-teaching was identified and 
developed. Vagel (2014) supported the belief that “… the primary purpose of phenomenology as 
a research methodology stemming from its philosophical roots is to study what it is like as we 
find-ourselves-being-in-relation-with others…” (p. 20).  Smith et al. (2014) further argued that 
not only does the researcher need to understand the phenomenon of the co-teaching experience, 
but also must be able to explain the experience of the co-teaching pair. They continued:   
IPA is concerned with the detailed examination of human lived experience.  And it aims 
to conduct this examination in a way which as far as possible enables that experience to 
be expressed in its own terms, rather than according to predefined category systems.  This 
is what makes IPA phenomenological and connects it to the core ideas unifying the 
phenomenological philosophers. (p. 32) 
 IPA has its roots in hermeneutics.  “Hermeneutics is the theory of interpretation” (Smith 
et al., 2014, p. 21). van Manen (1990) defined hermeneutic phenomenology as:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
...a descriptive (phenomenological) methodology because it wants to be attentive to how 
things appear, it wants to let things speak for themselves; it is an interpretive 
(hermeneutic) methodology because it claims that there are no such things as un-
interpreted phenomena. The implied contradiction may be resolved if one acknowledges 
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that the (phenomenological) “facts” of lived experiences are always already meaningful 
(hermeneutically) experienced. (pp. 180-181)  
This understanding of a lived experience allowed the researcher to raise the questions that 
schools need to understand in order to become aware of the experiences of teacher in a co-
teaching environment.  
 Such scholars as Schleiermacher, Heidegger, Gadamer, and van Manen all made 
contributions to the philosophy of hermeneutics (Smith et al., 2014).  Smith et al. (2014) pointed 
out, “Following Heiddeger, IPA is concerned with examining how a phenomenon appears, and 
the analyst is implicated in facilitating and making sense of this appearance” (p. 28).  This 
relationship is an important tenet of IPA due to the relationship the researcher has with the 
phenomenon.  Van Manen (1990) stressed the importance of finding a phenomenon that interests 
the researcher, investigating it as it is lived, reflecting on themes that characterize the 
phenomenon, using writing to describe the phenomenon, staying committed to the phenomenon, 
and balancing the phenomenon by considering the part to the whole circle.  By understanding 
how teachers feel about their co-teaching experience, writing about it, staying committed to 
understanding the co-teaching phenomenon, and reflecting on the themes developed through the 
research process, this researcher made recommendations about future co-teaching needs. 
Role of the researcher.  Moustakas (1994) stated the stance that a researcher takes in a 
phenomenological study is “I must first be attuned to my own being, thinking, and choosing 
before I relate to other’s thoughts, understandings, and choices” (p. 62).  Creswell (2013) 
expanded on this stating that “researchers who embrace this idea when they begin a project by 
describing their own experiences with the phenomenon and bracketing out their views before 
proceeding with the experiences of others” (p. 80).  ‘Bracketing’ is the researcher’s ability to set 
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aside biases, assumptions, and prejudgments about the phenomenon they are exploring in their 
research.  
This researcher has the experience of co-teaching for the past 8 years.  When the 
researcher began co-teaching, there was no professional development available on the subject of 
co-teaching.  We worked as a pair to decide who would teach what, who would then help 
students get caught up, and how we would assess the students on the material.  Most of the 
successes this researcher experienced were from trial and error.  The most successful things 
sometimes happened on the fly or after days of careful planning when planning time was 
available.  As a pair, the researcher and her co-teachers also learned very quickly that we needed 
to be a team in front of the students.  If we had a disagreement about something, we had to put it 
aside and discuss things rationally after the students had left the room.  We did not always get 
along, particularly when we had conflicting views on a specific topic, student, or teaching 
method.  In the end, the things that united us as a team made us very close and eventually we 
were a seamless pair of co-teachers in the truest sense of the definition.  The students could not 
tell who the general education teacher was and who the special education teacher was.   
The experiences this researcher gained greatly influenced her opinion on the relationship 
and real need for co-teachers.  With so many teachers working in the classroom together and so 
many in the building and the district who have co-taught in previous years, there is a wealth of 
information about what practices these teachers believe made them successful or unsuccessful.  
The researcher took this positive opinion into account and bracketed any bias towards the co-
teaching phenomenon. 
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Research Methods 
Introduction.  This IPA study consisted of two semi-structured interviews with each 
individual participant. 
Table 1 
Research Question Linked to Methodology and Form of Data Analysis 
Research Question Approach Methodology Data Analysis 
How do co-teachers in 
the school district 
experience the 
phenomenon of co-
teaching? 
Qualitative/ 
Phenomenology 
Individual Interviews (2) 2 cycles of 
coding 
 
Stages of data collection.  Prior-to beginning the data collection process, this researcher 
sought IRB approval.  IRB approval was necessary to ensure that the participants’ rights were 
protected and to gain approval from the site’s school board.  After gaining IRB approval and 
approval from the school board, the research began by sending out invitations to the six 
participants.  
 Upon enrollment in the study, each participant was contacted and the initial interview 
was scheduled.  The first interview served the purpose of getting to know each teacher and their 
thoughts about co-teaching. After the first interviews were completed, the researcher transcribed 
the interviews to begin coding the transcripts.  Coding was the first step in the process of finding 
emerging themes from the participants’ experiences. Coding allowed the researcher to begin to 
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find patterns in the data to create categories that led to themes found in the teachers’ experiences 
(Saldana, 2013). 
 After some time passed, allowing enough time to transcribe, code, and analyze each 
interview, the researcher set up a time for a second interview with the each participant.  Themes 
generated from the initial interview were used to generate a semi-structured interview protocol 
for the team interviews. 
The second interview was necessary to provide, “…a rich, detailed, first-person account 
of their experiences” (Smith et al., 2014, p. 56).  The researcher used the second interview to 
confirm the information and themes that were identified during the first round of interviews.  
During the second round of interviews, the researcher gathered any recommendations the co-
teachers had about what makes an effective co-teaching pair and what they felt they would need 
in order to become effective co-teachers.  According to Smith et al. (2014), “the exploration of 
one phenomenon from multiple perspectives can help the IPA analyst to develop a more detailed 
and multifaceted account of that phenomenon” (p. 52).   
Upon completion of the data collection process, the researcher needed to finish analyzing 
any remaining collected data.  Then, the results from all interviews were analyzed for patterns 
and “bridling” (Vagle, 2014).  Vagle (2014) discussed the importance of bridling preconceptions 
as a researcher:  
First, bridling involves the essence of bracketing in that pre-understandings are restrained 
so they do not limit the openness.  Second, bridling is an active project in which one 
continually tends to the understanding of the phenomenon as a whole throughout the 
study. (p. 67)  
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It took several weeks to fully analyze and synthesize the data into recommendations for 
administrators.  Several weeks were spent writing up the formal analysis into Chapter 4 and 
Chapter 5 of the dissertation. 
Table 2 
Actual Data Collection Timetable  
Event Time Required 
IRB Approval Process Late March, 2015 
School Board Approval March, 2015 
Invite participants to study 1 week, April 2015 
Begin initial interviews 1-2 weeks, mid April 2015 
Second Interview of Co-teachers 1-2 weeks, late April- May 2015 
Analysis of Data 2-4 weeks, May- June 2015 
 
Description of Each Method Used 
The methodology utilized in this study was a qualitative, interpretive phenomenological 
analysis.  The study began with an individual interview to allow participants to, “Explore his or 
her experience in detail and to reveal the many features of that experience that have an effect on 
the issue investigated” (Stringer, 2014, p. 105).  The participants were sent a copy of the 
interview questions in advance, allowing them to reflect on the questions or prompts before the 
interview began. 
 The second interview was a useful part of the data collection process because, “It 
provides means to check whether information acquired from participants in the first cycle of the 
process is relevant to other groups and individuals” (Stringer, 2014, p. 118).  This double 
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interview cycle developed a depth of knowledge about the co-teaching phenomenon that greatly 
enhanced the study.  The initial interview and the final individual interview helped understand 
the experience of co-teaching in the district and inform administrators how co- teachers feel 
about the experience. 
Ethical Considerations 
The identities of the study participants were protected in several ways.  First, upon 
entering the study, each participant was assigned a pseudonym.  The pseudonym was used to 
represent the participant in reporting out data as well as on any paper copies of forms during the 
interview process. If a study participant mentioned another teacher’s name, or their co-teacher’s 
name during the interview portion, another pseudonym was inserted into the transcript.  The 
physical documents containing the names of the participants were shredded upon the conclusion 
of the study.  Any electronic documentation, including e-mails and recordings, will continue to 
be stored on a password protected mass-storage device for 3 years after the completion of the 
study.  In sending out e-mails, only the individual participant was able to read her name in the 
address bar.  No other e-mail addresses were visible except the address of the individual reading 
the e-mail.  Results from the study were made available to any stakeholder in the school district 
or other interested parties upon request. 
 Due to the highly personal nature of co-teaching, the researcher provided the interview 
questions or prompts to the participants a minimum of 2 days in advance.  This was to provide 
each participant time to reflect individually before meeting with the researcher.  The intent of 
this action was to provide the participant ample time to examine their own feelings about the co-
teaching experience and focus their thoughts on the questions provided.  
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 During the interview, participants may have become overwhelmed by emotion.  Many 
scholars report negative feelings related to co-teaching experiences (Forbes, & Billet, 2012; 
Johnson, & Brumback, 2013; Sims, 2008).  To accommodate any emotions that may have arisen 
during the personal interviews, the researcher would have asked clarifying questions to redirect 
the focus of the conversation.  If the participant became upset, the researcher would have offered 
the participant a moment to gather her composure before continuing.  When appropriate, it might 
have been necessary to skip a question for the time and come back to it, or omit it altogether.  In 
an extreme circumstance, it may be necessary to pause the interview, and begin again another 
day.  None of these actions were necessary during the data collection process. 
 At the conclusion of each interview, the researcher asked each participant not to discuss 
their interview with their co-teacher in order to not skew or bias any future interview results.  In 
doing this, the first round of interviewees did not taint the remaining interviewees by having 
substantive discussions about their co-teaching practice before the researcher was able interview 
all participants twice.  In the explanation of the study, the researcher made it clear that each 
participant could decline to participate at any time without penalty or consequence.   
 The repetitive nature of the IPA allowed the researcher to delve deeply into the 
experience of the subjects in the study.  This rich analysis of the co-teaching phenomenon will 
allow administrators to understand the actions and interactions of successful co-teachers in order 
to better support current and future co-teaching teams in adherence to national educational laws. 
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
 This chapter details the findings, results, and interpretations that were developed from the 
experiences of three pairs of co-teachers, one general education and one special education 
teacher in each pair, as they shared their experiences as co-teachers in the school district.  The 
purpose of this IPA was to explore the co-teacher experiences within a rural suburban school 
district in southeastern Pennsylvania. The results from the study can be used to inform school 
administrators about the practices, behaviors, and mental modes necessary for co-teachers to be 
successful.  The specific elements of the IPA were detailed in Chapter 3 and were designed to 
shine light on the phenomenon of co-teaching.  What follows in this chapter are detailed 
accounts of each teacher’s interviews. These statements and opinions of the co-teachers 
themselves form the intricate findings of an IPA study (Van Manen, 1990).   
Findings 
 
Through the analysis process, five codes emerged from the co-teachers’ interviews: 
relationships, intuition, misidentification of students, collaboration, and time.  From these five 
codes, the following five themes emerged: personality/ emotional connection, a ‘sixth co-
teaching sense’, appropriate placement of students in co-taught classes, shared responsibilities 
and appropriate time for learning.  Relationships refer to the social and emotional aspects of the 
partnership; a key factor noted in the literature review in Chapter 2.  Simms (2008) noted, 
“General education teachers, accustomed to working alone, can be territorial and resentful of the 
“intrusion.”  If such attitudes exist, the co-teaching partnership cannot work, and the students 
will suffer for the failure of their two teachers to work together.” (p. 61).   
The co-teachers’ intuition is a feeling, look, or gesture between a pair of co-teachers that 
has developed over time.  The misidentification of students refers to the lack of appropriate 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 63 
course placement, and sufficient requisites for placing students typically assigned to a co-taught 
class.  Collaboration covers the division of labor between the two co-teachers ranging from 
teaching to planning and grading.  Lastly, time is the single most noted code across all interview 
participants and lack of it for co-teachers to plan together whether or not they are actually 
allotted time during the school day to plan together. 
These five codes were analyzed and examined from the perspective of each participant.  
The results are presented in rich detail through direct quotations from the participants’ 
interviews.  Through this narrative, the researcher was able to delve deeply into the co-teaching 
experience and will now share the thoughts and feelings of the co-teachers that will provide a 
foundation for the recommendations to follow in Chapter 5. 
 
Figure 3. Major themes and sub-themes of this study. 
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Table 3  
Shannon’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes. 
Codes Quotes 
Relationships “… your teaching styles have to be somewhat similar.” 
“… if we didn’t have those beliefs, … we would clash.  
And we wouldn’t be able to work together.” 
“I love who I work with.” 
 
Intuition “That just kind of happens.” (teaching methods) 
“We have different strengths.  And that really helps in the 
classroom.” 
 
Miss Identification of 
Students 
“If you don’t have a range of abilities, then you’re never 
going to be able to move.  There’s no models.  Everyone 
has the same needs.” 
“The biggest problem is the placement of the kids.” 
“You can’t put that many (kids with needs) in one spot.” 
“We just look at numbers… and I think that is a 
problem.” 
 
Collaboration “…Lizzi and I take turns…” 
“…we split those duties or responsibilities or whatever.” 
“Lizzi and I like to go back and forth…” 
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Time “We don’t have time.  Regardless of whether our 30 
minutes of planning is at the same time.  We teach on 
opposite sides of the building.” 
“And we don’t have time to like ever talk, that’s… that’s 
difficult.” 
“… we have a common planning time … neither of us 
have time to sit down at school…” 
“… you don’t have time during the day...” 
  
 Shannon’s narrative.  Shannon is a general education teacher at the elementary level.  
She presently teaches English Language Arts and one of her classes is co-taught this year.  
Shannon has been co-teaching for 2 years with the same special education colleague: Lizzi.  
Shannon is one of the teachers at the elementary level who is in charge of writing new 
curriculum that is aligned to the Common Core standards.  Over the course of two interviews, 
Shannon shared her honest feelings about co-teaching and how she feels the district views co-
teachers and their students.   
Shannon began by explaining how she and her co-teacher function on a daily basis and 
how, “… if we didn’t have those beliefs, … we would clash.  And we wouldn’t be able to work 
together.”  Shannon and her co-teacher share beliefs about classroom structure and discipline and 
Shannon attribute that to their solid working relationship, “… we’re both, like dedicated, and 
we’re both… like work really hard.  … we both like, really, analyze like, what the kids need, and 
reflect on that so, we both really know our students…”  Without this personal connection 
between Shannon and Lizzi, they would be less effective as co-teachers. 
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During the interview process, this theme of a “sixth” co-teaching kept emerging time 
after time through the participant’s discussion of their co-teaching intuition.  Shannon did not use 
this exact phrase to describe herself or her co-teacher but it was evident in the way she described 
her seamless transitions between one activity and the next, from checking in homework and the 
start of class routine, and in how they would change a lesson mid-stream in response to student 
needs.  When questioned about how she and her co-teacher communicated about the changes 
during lessons, Shannon responded that, “That just kind of happens.”  This “sixth” sense is vital 
to the transparent relationship between co-teachers so that the students do not view either teacher 
as the sole holder of knowledge and the other as an aide. 
One of the most informative questions during the interview process was, “Identify the top 
obstacle standing in the way of you being the best co-teacher you could be.”  Shannon’s answer 
came quickly and she spent several minutes explaining why student placement was such a 
problem, “The biggest problem is the placement of the kids.”  Shannon expressed her frustration 
with administration as she felt they did not take into account the right kind of information when 
placing students from a sub-planted class into a higher level, co-taught class, “If you don’t have a 
range of abilities, then you’re never going to be able to move.  There’s no models.  Everyone has 
the same needs.”  Again, during the second interview, Shannon noted student placement as a 
large barrier to overcome, saying, “You can’t put that many (kids with needs) in one spot.”  
Shannon also noted that she enjoys working with students with special needs.  However, in a 
room with that many needs at once, “There’s two of us in here.  You need like ten.” Shannon 
noted at the conclusion of the interview that if the placement process does not change, she would 
not wish to continue co-teaching even though her relationship with her co-teacher is positive. 
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At the beginning of the interview, Shannon was asked to describe her daily routine with 
her co-teacher.  While trying to describe the routine in its entirety, Shannon noted more than 
once how the routine was shared between the two women, “…we split those duties, or 
responsibilities, or whatever.”  Shannon also noted how she and Lizzi use student feedback 
during the lesson to split the class into groups for remediation and review or extension.  This 
division of labor in the classroom is important and contributes to the feeling of equality amongst 
both co-teachers.  This idea of equality echoes back to the one of the key tenets identified in the 
Literature Review in Chapter 2, “Wisdom lies in recognizing those times when something other 
than your preferred approach will probably work just as well” (Stivers, 2008, p. 123).  Co-
teachers need to have a give and take in their relationship in order to maintain equality between 
the two co-teachers. 
As an ELA teacher, it was Shannon’s job to teach her students how to read and she noted 
on several occasions how she is one of the lead staff members who id writing the Grade 5 
curriculum.  Shannon also noted that last year, the school tried to provide o-teachers with a 
common planning time.  However, Shannon eagerly noted that, “… we have a common planning 
time … neither of us have time to sit down at school.”  Shannon is busy writing curriculum and 
attending fifth grade house meetings during that common planning time and, “… I’m either 
preparing something or I’m dealing with an issue in the office, like taking care of other things 
that have to happen at school.  Whereas, like planning is something that can happen at home.”  
Despite the fact that the elementary school scheduled time for the two to work together, Shannon 
reported that, “…we don’t have time to like ever talk, that’s… that’s difficult.”  Common 
planning time is vital to the co-teaching process as it allows the two to enhance their techniques, 
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reflect on past lessons and prepare for future learning.  Without this crucial time together, the 
effectiveness of the co-teachers may be limited. 
Table 4  
Lizzi’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes 
Codes Quotes 
Relationships “How you feel about each other doesn’t matter.  But if you are 
able to have an honest relationship and know that you’re there 
for the students, that is what matters.  And you have to know 
that not only can you be trusted, but that your voice needs to be 
heard.” 
“If you do not have an open mind, it’s not going to work.” 
“I’m responsible for making my co-teaching experience great.” 
“We just, really, have, we just have hit it off and we have … 
we have so much about us that’s important to have in 
common.” 
 
Intuition “… I think the longer you do something together… it doesn’t 
take as much time to plan…”   
“…it wasn’t anything that we had to … work out exactly… 
this time I’ll do it first and next time you…” 
“We hardly ever have a moment for a side conversation.  But 
we both just seem to know that… like sometimes we will just 
have that look…” 
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Miss Identification of 
Students 
“… what it doesn’t look like is all the low kids being put in the 
classroom.  We had that last year.  Um, not the decision we 
wanted but- that was a decision from administration. … It was 
absolutely awful.” 
“… if they say kids at the 10th percentile should be in a co-
taught classroom, then they (administration) need to come into 
those special education classrooms and see what 10th percentile 
kids look like.” 
 
Collaboration “We divvy up our kids based on test results.” 
“There’s not a lot of flexibility and that makes it difficult.” 
“… one or both of us, who ever happens to be finished 
checking homework first, then reminds students that we’re 
going to be going to our word study groups.”   
“She does most of the leading.  Um and… I mean I wish for 
the world that it could be different.” 
“… we can bounce off of each other an awful lot.”  
“I never feel like I am just in there as an aide.” 
 
Time “Well, she’s using our common planning time to prep for a 
house meeting.  It’s not fair, it’s not right.  It’s the nature of the 
beast here.” 
“And that’s one thing that the school wanted to do is for us to 
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have time to meet with our co-teachers.  Last year I did not.  
And so we had to stay after school…” 
“She’s doing that almost every day; during our common 
planning time.  And it just- it just makes it difficult.  So I don’t 
even know what I would say except I would like it if we could 
plan more.” 
 
 
 Lizzi’s narrative.  Lizzi is a veteran special education teacher who has worked for 
several schools across several states.  She has even co-taught in some of those schools.  Lizzi 
was very eager to share her opinions through the course of the interview process.  She noted how 
her personal connection to her co-teacher was very important, but that the focus should always 
be on the students and their learning. She stated: 
How you feel about each other doesn’t matter.  But if you are able to have an honest 
relationship and know that you’re there for the students, that is what matters.  And you 
have to know that not only can you be trusted, but that your voice needs to be heard.”  
This perspective is refreshing when most people look outward for the source of their 
success or lack thereof.  Lizzi, on the other hand, held herself responsible for making her 
teaching experience fun and fulfilling, “I’m responsible for making my co-teaching 
experience great. 
 As discussed at the beginning of the chapter in Shannon’s narrative, Lizzi also alluded to 
this idea of a “sixth” co-teaching sense while she was describing her typical routine with her co-
teacher, “We hardly ever have a moment for a side conversation.  But we both just seem to know 
that… like sometimes we will just have that look…”  Both Lizzi and her co-teacher Shannon, 
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described how they work so closely together that when they sense a need among their students 
they can simply give each other a look or a gesture that silently informs the other about the 
changes that need to be made to the lesson.  Lizzi attributed this sense to the amount of time 
spent together, “… I think the longer you do something together… it doesn’t take as much time 
to plan…”   
 Despite Lizzi’s noted optimism, she felt that her ability to make real progress with her 
students was directly linked to the sheer amount of students placed in the co-taught classroom by 
administration: “… if they say kids at the 10th percentile should be in a co-taught classroom, then 
they need to come into those special education classrooms and see what 10th percentile kids look 
like.”  Too often students are placed in these co-taught classes without regard for what is best for 
the students.  While describing what her ideal co-taught classroom would like, Lizzi said, “… 
what it doesn’t look like is all the low kids being put in the classroom.  We had that last year.  
Um, not the decision we wanted but- that was a decision from administration. … It was 
absolutely awful.”  Lizzi cited her continued work with students across several grades in the 
younger years as a good way to determine, herself, if they were ready to move on to co-taught 
classes.  She noted this as the reason that some of them even tested out of special education or 
made advances of multiple years and closed the achievement gap between themselves and their 
peers.  Lizzi wanted the school’s administration to listen to her expertise and knowledge of her 
students to make the best decisions for where a student will be the most successful in a LRE.  
This lack of administrative support was noted in the Conceptual Framework of Chapter 1 as 
contributing to negative co-teaching relationship due to the un-necessary strain it puts on both of 
the co-teachers from over-crowding classes with miss placed students.  
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 While describing their typical routine, Lizzi noted how inconvenient it was to be in 
classrooms across the large school building from each other.  She still noted how well she and 
her co-teacher were able to share responsibilities, “… one or both of us, who ever happens to be 
finished checking homework first, then reminds students that we’re going to be going to our 
word study groups.”  Even though much of the teaching load is shared, a certain level of 
underlying resentment for the way the class was set up was present in both interviews about the 
actual structure of the class noting, “There’s not a lot of flexibility and that makes it difficult.”  
Lizzi followed up in the second interview by saying, “She does most of the leading.  Um and… I 
mean I wish for the world that it could be different.”  Although she wishes the structure of the 
class was different she feels like a valued member of the co-teaching team, “I never feel like I 
am just in there as an aide.”  This is probably the reason she continues to co-teach despite her 
objections to the format of the class. 
 Lizzi spent a large amount of her interviews talking about the strain on her as a co-
teacher due to the sheer volume of paperwork that is required of each IEP on her caseload.  Each 
IEP requires so much time every day, so instead of being able to spend their precious common 
planning time allotted by the school with her co-teacher she must spend several hours each day 
on paperwork.  Not only must Lizzi use her planning time for non no-teaching activities, so does 
her co-teacher, “Well, she’s using our common planning time to prep for a house meeting.  It’s 
not fair, it’s not right.  It’s the nature of the beast here.”  While both Shannon and Lizzi were 
grateful for the idea of common planning time, they both noted that they hardly get to use it for 
its designated purpose, “She’s doing that almost every day; during our common planning time.  
And it just- it just makes it difficult.  So I don’t even know what I would say except I would like 
it if we could plan more.”  Lizzi asserted that administration might do more to actually make 
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common planning time more effective by eliminating some duties for co-teachers to allow them 
to plan together in order to be truly effective in the classroom. 
Table 5  
Jordan’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes 
Codes Quotes 
Relationships “… my co-teacher’s really flexible and open.  I think I’m 
pretty open also…” 
“Plus, she doesn’t really know the content.” 
“Hopefully we’ll be together again next year, and then 
everything will not be new, and you know, we’ll really be able 
to get into and more strategically think about those things.” 
“…when I talk to somebody else, you know they have an idea, 
you have an idea, then that sparks something in you.” 
 
Intuition “… we’ve been working together all year and so long now that 
it is just seamless.” 
 
Miss Identification of 
Students 
“… when you have a class that’s almost- it’s a majority of 
special education students with some regular education 
students in there, it makes it very different than a class that 
doesn’t have them in there.” 
 
Collaboration “I feel like I’m never that far enough ahead that we can really 
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divvy up responsibility so to be really honest I carry most of 
the load of the instruction of the class and she does a lot of the 
supporting… It’s certainly not how I like to do things but it’s 
just sort of a function of where we are right now…” 
“They (students) would see both people equally in the 
classroom.  But they wouldn’t know who was the special ed 
teacher and who was the regular ed teacher.” 
“…she sort of adapted to how I had things set up really…” 
 
Time “There’s just so many demands on our time that even during 
prep I feel like it’s taken up by other things- and it’s just- 
there’s so many things that have to get done in a day.” 
“It’s the biggest barrier because everything takes so much 
time.” 
“And I appreciate that our district is trying to give us more 
training, but it would just be helpful to have, you know, more 
time.” 
 
 
 Jordan’s narrative.  Jordan is a mathematics teacher at the middle school.  She has co-
taught for several years, but this year her co-teacher took a new position in the district and she 
was replaced with a new co-teacher in October.  She has taught numerous courses including 
Algebra 1, Geometry and various grade level math courses including the new Common Core 
courses that she helped create the preceding summer.  Jordan is very confident in her own 
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abilities to teach math content, but noted several times her co-teacher’s lack of content 
knowledge and how it was affecting their relationship.  While she believes in co-teaching, she 
would like her co-teacher to receive some training in content area.  At the same time, she 
attributed her stress over this year of co-teaching to the rushed and un-supported new Common 
Core courses she has to teach. 
When Jordan began her interview, she quickly, and repeatedly, noted her co-teacher’s 
lack of content knowledge and how it would be important for a co-teaching pair to have similar 
content knowledge in order to be effective teachers of the students.  At the same time, this firmly 
held belief reveals Jordan’s lack of flexibility with her co-teacher.  As Stivers (2008) and 
Murawski (2001) noted, flexibility is key when working as a co-teaching pair.  Jordan believed 
that both she and her co-teacher are flexible.  Despite Jordan’s lack of confidence in her co-
teacher’s content knowledge, she noted her hope for working together again in the future, 
“Hopefully we’ll be together again next year, and then everything will not be new, and you 
know, we’ll really be able to get into and more strategically think about those things.” 
 Jordan’s original co-teacher left to take new position at the start of the school year, which 
might explain her semi-strained relationship with her co-teacher along with some other factors 
revealed through her interview.  Because of this beginning relationship, there may not have been 
enough time for Jordan and her co-teacher to form this “sixth” co-teaching sense.  Yet, she noted 
that their easy transitions and ability to jump in and contribute to a lesson, “… we’ve been 
working together all year and so long now that it is just seamless.”  If this pair has the 
opportunity to work together next year, they may be able to develop this sense into something 
more meaningful for the pair. 
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 Student placement made an important appearance in Jordan’s interviews as she noted the 
importance of her co-teacher being able to see those students with documented needs twice a 
day, as well as being exposed to how to teach the content to the students once by a content 
teacher.  It became apparent during the second interview that Jordan preferred to work with more 
advanced students, or at least fewer students per class with such advanced needs. She stated, 
“When you have a class that’s almost- it’s a majority of special education students with some 
regular education students in there, it makes it very different than a class that doesn’t have them 
in there.”  Although Jordan may prefer to work with more advanced students, she is very clearly 
dedicated to ensuring that all students learn despite any learning disabilities.  
Jordan mentioned her inability to divide the co-teaching responsibilities multiple times 
through both of her interviews.  During her first interview, she attributed this deficit to the new 
common core content that had to be rolled out this year with very little planning ahead of time:  
I feel like I’m never that far enough ahead that we can really divvy up responsibility so to 
be really honest I carry most of the load of the instruction of the class and she does a lot 
of the supporting… Its certainly not how I like to do things but it’s just sort of a function 
of where we are right now. 
As Jordan and her co-teacher grew as a pair this year, she noted the importance of equality in the 
classroom, “They (students) would see both people equally in the classroom.  But they wouldn’t 
know who was the special ed teacher and who was the regular ed teacher.”  This idea of equality 
is key for co-teaching success.  “There’s just so many demands on our time that even during prep 
I feel like it’s taken up by other things- and it’s just- there’s so many things that have to get done 
in a day.”  Jordan was one of the few teachers who marked her appreciation to the district for 
attempting to provide training even if she felt it was monotonous and would have been much 
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better spent at another time throughout the school year.  This training would have been better 
divided over the course of a school year to best meet the needs of the co-teaching population. 
She said, “And I appreciate that our district is trying to give us more training, but it would just be 
helpful to have, you know, more time.” 
 As evident above, Jordan commented multiple times on the lack of time to collaborate 
with her co-teacher.  Even though the middle school also provides time for co-teachers to plan 
together, this pair, too, felt the strain of time on their ability to be effective.  “There’s just so 
many demands on our time that even during prep I feel like it’s taken up by other things- and it’s 
just- there’s so many things that have to get done in a day.”  Jordan felt so overwhelmed by the 
lack of support for the new common core that it colored her whole perspective on teaching for 
this academic year.  Even still, she managed to see the benefit of co-teachers for the students as 
well as for herself. 
Table 6  
 
Leah’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes   
 
Codes Quotes 
Relationships “I love to work with my co-teacher.  She is very 
knowledgeable and I feel like she is very fair with the 
students and I think our personalities are very 
compatible.”  
“…if you can’t be flexible and you can’t stay with he 
people that you’re comfortable working with,  then it’s 
going to change every year and you’re going to have to 
have a little bit of growing time.  But when it works 
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(laughter), it works well.” 
“… not being a control freak…” 
 
Intuition “… just coming up with subtle cues to give each other.” 
 
Miss Identification of 
Students 
“… a lot of miscommunication on that end of what our 
kids sitting in co-taught classes are supposed to be 
responsible for.” 
 
Collaboration “One of us will check homework while the other stands 
and guides for any questions.” 
“She is usually the lead teacher, especially right now with 
the development of the curriculum.”   
“To me it’s (successful co-teaching) shared responsibility 
and smaller groups, one teacher leading the group while 
the other is giving guided, more guided instruction and 
then vice versa.  … Shared grading or at least almost 
shared grading, as much as it can be and as much as the 
two people are comfortable with.” 
 
Time “We don’t have a lot of time to talk about it when I walk 
in.  So that’s the hardest part.  Is knowing when to jump 
in, how much time you have …” 
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“We can’t do the whole five days a week.  But we try to 
make time for it.” 
 
 Leah’s narrative.  Leah is a special education teacher at the middle school who co-
teaches with an ELA math teacher; she also has lasses of her own to teach.  In this study, only 
Leah and her math co-teacher were interviewed.  Overall, Leah had a positive outlook on the 
practice of co-teaching, her partner, and the ability of all the students in her classes.  She reported 
a desire to continue to co-teach in the future with her current partners: 
 Leah first noted some key characteristics that make a successful co-teaching pair: 
I you can’t be flexible and you can’t stay with the people that you’re comfortable 
working with, then it’s going to change every year and you’re going to have to have a 
little bit of growing time.  But when it works (laughter), it works well.   
Leah and Jordan agreed that the other has special attributes that the other is looking for in a co-
teaching partner.  This emotional connection between the two may appear strained but they put it 
aside for their students, “I love to work with my co-teacher.  She is very knowledgeable and I 
feel like she is very fair with the students and I think our personalities are very compatible.”  
 Because Leah and Jordan started co-teaching together so late in the school year, it is 
evident that their relationship has not had proper time to develop with the strain of new course 
content.  However, Leah noted small amounts of the co-teaching “sixth” sense when she 
described her daily routine with her co-teacher when they are “… just coming up with subtle 
cues to give each other.”  This is a good sign that should these two teachers be paired together 
again, they may be able to build on this foundation. 
 Because of Leah’s close relationship to the students with special needs, she did not note a 
great misplacement of students in a class that was not appropriate for them.  Yet, Leah noted that 
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there was a lack of communication between teachers and teachers as well as teachers and 
administrators in regard to, “… what our kids sitting in co-taught classes are supposed to be 
responsible for.”  Leah felt there is a disconnect between what is said at math department 
meetings, special education department meetings, and at the administrative level.   
 Leah described, in detail, how she and her co-teacher share the daily classroom 
responsibilities of checking homework, going over the warm up, and teaching the lessons.  She 
noted, in congruence with Jordan, that Jordan usually does the lead teaching and Leah falls into a 
supportive role.  However, it is evident that Leah has a different view of what co-teaching could 
look like: 
To me it’s (successful co-teaching) shared responsibility and smaller groups, one teacher 
leading the group while the other is giving guided, more guided instruction and then vice 
versa.  … Shared grading or at least almost shared grading, as much as it can be and as 
much as the two people are comfortable with. 
This statement again indicates that if the stress of course content is not hanging over the pair, 
they may be highly successful co-teachers in the coming year.   
 Leah reiterated Jordan’s thoughts on a lack of time due to the sheer number of meetings 
each person has to attend as well as the lack of time to plan things out in advance.  “We can’t do 
the whole five days a week.  But we try to make time for it.”  Leah consistently tried to see the 
glass as half full in the co-teaching relationship and making the best out of what is, at times, a 
stressful situation.  “We don’t have a lot of time to talk about it when I walk in.  So that’s the 
hardest part.  Is knowing when to jump in, how much time you have.”  Here Leah noted the 
importance of having common planning time to debrief in order to make the next lesson even 
more impactful for the students. 
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Table 7  
 
Angela’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes  
 
Codes Quotes 
Relationships “I do like the fact that she um, she teaches an Algebra class 
herself, so she knows a lot of the material and can help 
anyone with any problem even if I haven’t taught it.” 
“I’m better organized with my co-teacher...” 
“…we know each other’s personalities…” 
 
Intuition “… in a way we can just kind of look at each other and 
like, give a nod like yes we should move on or no, we 
shouldn’t.” 
“… just being able to look at each other across the room 
and decide what we’re going to do…” 
 
Miss Identification of 
Students 
“… it helps support all the students that do deserve to be in 
the class even if they have learning disabilities…” 
 
“…it doesn’t just focus on those who have documented 
needs.” 
Collaboration “… the two of us kind of move around the room and just 
kind of take on the role of whoever needs help, either one 
of us can help you…” 
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Time “Ha ha ha.  Planning time.  I think the hardest part is just 
that we have so many other things on our plate that we 
don’t get the amount of time that we wish we had to sit and 
debrief what happened in class and then plan ahead for the 
next one.” 
“I wish we had more time to plan just set aside specifically 
for co-teaching planning.  They gave us a prep time 
together however during the prep time we have five million 
other things to do. Ha ha.  So we need our own prep time, 
plus co-planning prep time.” 
 
 Angela’s narrative. Angela was a high school math teacher who co-teaches three 
Algebra 1 classes.  Since Algebra 1 is a Common Core course, there is added pressure on these 
teachers to make sure each student passes the exam in the spring of each year.  Before Angela 
was a math teacher for the high school, she was a special education teacher for a year at the same 
school.  This duality gives her an interesting insight into the world of co-teaching as she has been 
in both roles in the same district. 
 In contrast to Jordan noting her special education teacher’s lack of content knowledge, 
Angela commented, “I do like the fact that she um, she teaches an Algebra class herself, so she 
knows a lot of the material and can help anyone with any problem even if I haven’t taught it.”  
This shared knowledge and understanding deepens Angela’s respect for her co-teacher knowing 
that she can trust her co-teacher to be able to answer any content question.  This also helps the 
students see both teachers as equals in the classroom.  Because both women, “…know each 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 83 
other’s personalities…” it makes for an ease when planning things on the fly, making 
adjustments to content, and truly helping students overcome their math disabilities.   
 Angela was the first person, during the interview process, to mention this idea of a 
“sixth” co-teaching sense, “… just being able to look at each other across the room and decide 
what we’re going to do.”  It was evident during the interview that it was difficult for Angela to 
quantify, or describe, exactly what she meant by, giving a nod or a look and both women just 
knowing what it meant.  This “sense” developed from several years of working together as well 
as Angela’s experience with roles as special and general education teachers. 
 While Angela did not overtly state that students were misplaced in her classes, she noted, 
“… it helps support all the students that do deserve to be in the class even if they have learning 
disabilities…”  Regardless of her opinion on the misplacement of students into her class, Angela 
chose to see the benefit to all of her students regardless of ability, or disability, “…it doesn’t just 
focus on those who have documented needs.”  This attitude again speaks to Angela’s prior 
experiences as a special education teacher and her ability to help all students and understand 
their diverse needs. 
 Angela described at length the daily routine of her classroom and how she and her co-
teacher each have specific jobs before the start of class.  Once the learning has begun, they both 
focus on meeting the students’ needs both teachers taking turns in the role of lead teacher, “… 
the two of us kind of move around the room and just kind of take on the role of whoever needs 
help, either one of us can help you…”.  Yet again, this pair of co-teachers reduced the barrier 
between their roles and helped students see them both as equals in the classroom.   
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 Finally, Angela noted multiple times during both interviews the importance of common 
planning time and how often the time was spent on other activities not related to the co-taught 
classroom: 
Ha ha ha.  Planning time.  I think the hardest part is just that we have so many other 
things on our plate that we don’t get the amount of time that we wish we had to sit and 
debrief what happened in class and then plan ahead for the next one. 
Time to debrief after a lesson is just as valuable to co-teachers when they are trying to plan 
remediation and future activities for their classes.  Unfortunately, Angela and her co-teacher 
frequently have to try and plan over their lunch periods or during the brief four minute periods 
between classes as long as their co-taught classes are back to back.  Otherwise, Angela’s co-
teacher must return to her own classroom across the school to teach her other classes.  In her 
final interview, Angela made this point about common planning that adequately sums up the 
intention and the actuality of the experience:  
I wish we had more time to plan just set aside specifically for co-teaching planning.  
They gave us a prep time together however during the prep time we have five million 
other things to do. Ha ha.  So we need our own prep time, plus co-planning prep time. 
Table 8  
Heather’s Thoughts and Feelings Related to the Codes 
Codes Quotes 
Relationships “Yeah, we set it up, like where I do, you know, the 
behavior kind of things.  More of the special ed. Stuff.  
The accommodations for the kids. Things like that.  Um, 
whereas she does more of the instruction.” 
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“So we kind of divvy up the e-mails or e-mails to, you 
know, the special ed. teachers, who needs to do what, 
and who needs extra time on tests, who needs you know, 
all those kinds of things.” 
“I guess it’s easier for Angela and I since she was a 
special ed teacher before hand.  You know, so she’s a lot 
more adaptable to what I’m telling her and things like 
that.” 
“We’ve established a good rapport.” 
Intuition “… I think, because Angela has the background in 
special ed as a special ed teacher, we kind of just- we’re 
on the same page when we started with this whole co-
teaching process.” 
Miss Identification of 
Students 
“… they just keep throwing more and more kids in the 
class period so it’s way too much for one teacher to 
handle.” 
“… a lot of students were misplaced this year…” 
 
Collaboration “…we take attendance…” 
“…I usually do all of the absentee people…” 
 
Time “I would say the hardest part is not having enough 
time.” 
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“And I’m usually planning for my sub-planted or 
drafting IEP’s.  And she’s doing her stuff for her classes, 
so- it’s difficult even having that time we do have 
together, it’s just- we have so much to do individually.” 
“…I’m running to my third period- like I guess that’s 
another, you know, barrier.  Running from class to class 
to class.  I’m constantly in the hallways running back 
and forth.” 
 
 Heather’s narrative.  Heather is a special education teacher at the high school.  She co-
teaches Algebra 1 with Angela three periods a day in addition to teaching a sub-planted math 
class on her own and other special education classes.  This is their third year working together as 
a team and Heather has had many other co-teaching experiences before this current pairing.  
 In agreement with Angela’s interview responses, Heather noted the equal division of 
daily routine labor between the two women, “Yeah, we set it up, like where I do, you know, the 
behavior kind of things.  More of the special ed. Stuff.  The accommodations for the kids. Things 
like that.  Um, whereas she does more of the instruction.”  For the first time during the interview 
process, Heather mentioned how other work is split up among the co-teachers in terms of 
answering daily e-mails and staying on top of assignments, test, and quizzes that go out to other 
special education teachers. She said, “So we kind of divvy up the e-mails or e-mails to, you 
know, the special ed. teachers, who needs to do what, and who needs extra time on tests, who 
needs you know, all those kinds of things.”  No one else noted this division of work.  Heather 
and Angela appeared to have the closest working relationship and this division of labor may be 
contributing to their co-teaching success. 
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 Heather also echoed Angela’s thoughts on their ability to look at each other across the 
room, and instantly know that something has to change in the lesson.  Heather attributed this 
“sixth” sense to their shared background as special education teachers, “… I think, because 
Angela has the background in special ed as a special ed teacher, we kind of just- we’re on the 
same page when we started with this whole co-teaching process.”  This bond between co-
teachers grows stronger the longer the pair are able to continue working together.  Having this 
ability also helps strengthen the seamlessness between the two teachers so students cannot tell 
who the content teacher is and who the special education teacher is. 
 During the interview process, Heather was the first participant to note the misplacement 
of students in the co-taught classroom, “… they just keep throwing more and more kids in the 
class period so it’s way too much for one teacher to handle.”  Even though there are two teachers 
in the classroom that is not an excuse for the school to continue adding students to that particular 
class.  In addition, Heather feels not all students in her co-taught classes this year in that 
placement, “… a lot of students were misplaced this year…”  There should be different metrics 
by which we evaluate the students who are placed in co-taught classes other than they are not 
good at math or any other subject. 
 Heather commented at length about the different responsibilities she and Angela share in 
the classroom when it comes to the daily routine, teaching lessons, and helping students as 
needed.  Heather discussed how, “…I usually do all of the absentee people…” indicating that she 
is a great deal of responsibility for the content and catching up students who were missing from 
class in addition to her other class responsibilities.  Heather and Angela appear to have their 
classroom routine down to a science, but can still use their co-teaching sixth “sense” to make 
adjustments as needed.   
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 As described by each of the other participants, time is the single factor that hampers co-
teaching efforts, “I would say the hardest part is not having enough time.”  The district attempted 
to allot time for all co-teachers to be able to work together, but as is evident from the interviews, 
that time does not always get used for co-teaching purposes. Heather noted, “And I’m usually 
planning for my sub-planted or drafting IEP’s.  And she’s doing her stuff for her classes, so- it’s 
difficult even having that time we do have together, it’s just- we have so much to do 
individually.”  Not only is planning time frequently used for other purposes, but the set-up of the 
school day does not lend itself to co-teaching when the teachers’ classrooms are so far away 
from each other and their classes together are not back to back.  If co-taught classes were back to 
back, it would allow the teachers to have extra time in between classes to talk and debrief about 
the lessons right after they happened.   
Results and Interpretations 
 
 The five themes that emerged from the interviews span across all grade levels and several 
content areas.  This would indicate that personality/ emotional connection, a sixth co-teaching 
sense, appropriate placement of students in co-taught classes, shared responsibilities and time to 
collaborate are all highly important issues to all co-teachers across the district.  By investigating 
each of the five themes, the district may be able to enhance the co-teaching experience for 
teachers and students. 
 As was evident during the literature review, a strong positive connection with one’s co-
teacher is essential to the co-teaching relationship.  Remember the words of Simms (2008): 
General education teachers, accustomed to working alone, can be territorial and resentful 
of the “intrusion.”  If such attitudes exist, the co-teaching partnership cannot work, and 
the students will suffer for the failure of their two teachers to work together. (p. 61) 
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This theme emerged again through the coding process of the research phase of this dissertation 
and every participant noted the importance of a connection, a sense of belonging, and value in 
the co-taught classroom.  All of the special education teachers noted this feeling of acceptance 
and the importance of not being seen merely as a classroom aide.  Words like, “respect”, “equal”, 
“relationship”, “open mind”, “fair”, “compatible”, “comfortable” and “adaptable” were all used 
to describe qualities of each participant’s co-teacher and their working relationship.  Without this 
essential understanding, co-teachers cannot be equals in the classroom and may not be successful 
without this personal and emotional connection. 
 While each co-teacher had a different working relationship, all of them put aside their 
own personal differences, if there were any, and worked as a team for the benefit of the students.  
No one reported having negative thoughts toward their co-teacher.  However, it was apparent 
that one relationship was strained due to the new course content the teachers were required to roll 
out during that school year.  Without the strain and pressure of having to create each lesson from 
scratch, and not having any resource with pre-made materials, the co-teaching team may be able 
to form a more cohesive bond in the coming school year.   
 Being a classroom teacher can be very isolating.  So when two co-teachers are paired, 
sharing a room with a co-teacher is wonderful way for colleagues to share their expertise.  Two 
of the three pairs noted that each co-teacher had her own expertise in either content area 
knowledge, or special education knowledge.  All six participants noted that they enjoyed sharing 
their classes with another adult in order to discuss student progress and continuing needs.  
Additionally, co-teachers can lean on each other for support during stressful situations or when 
help is needed for one reason or another.  Having another adult in the room also holds some 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 90 
teachers accountable for delivering the same content to all co-taught classes.  One participant 
reported that her co-teacher would often prompt her to explain certain things to their second class 
that she had explained during the first class together.   
 During the coding process, this idea kept emerging about a shared feeling, or look, or 
vibe between the co-teaching pairs.  One of the participants even used the phrase “sixth sense” to 
describe this phenomenon.  Most teachers described this innate ability of their co-teacher to 
know when to jump in to a lesson and interject a comment or question.  Some teachers noted a 
look shared between the pair to indicate they needed to move on, slow down, or this student 
needs more help.  The longer a pair stays teamed together, the more this sense is developed and 
becomes seamless between the two co-teachers.  This is an important piece of the co-teaching 
puzzle, as it is important for both teachers to feel like equals in the classroom and to their 
students.  As outlined in the Literature Review, students should not be able to differentiate 
between the special education teacher and the general education teacher in order to maintain 
classroom equality. 
 Many teachers spoke about the placement of their students as being too difficult, not 
difficult enough, or there being too many students with needs in one classroom.  In the 
elementary school, both co-teachers noted the requirements set by the school’s administration for 
moving a student out of a sub-planted class and into a higher level, co-taught class as not being 
sufficient enough information for such a placement change.  The teachers felt that a certain 
percentile score on a nationally norm-referenced test was not enough information.  They felt that 
more writing samples and teacher recommendations should be taken into account as opposed to 
only using the test scores as criteria.  Due to the low standards of entry into co-taught classes, the 
ability level of most of the students is very low, with few students who can be leaders for the 
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class.  This homogeneous grouping of low ability level students poses difficulty when trying to 
teach young students how to read and write fluently.  Even with two teachers in the room, the 
number of behavior problems, special needs, and the number of students packed into one co-
taught class is too much.  Administrator’s rationale is, “there are two teachers in that classroom, 
so they can handle more special needs students.”  Nevertheless, at what point do classes like this 
stop being co-taught class, and simply return to being a sub-planted class with two teachers?   
 Teachers at the middle and high schools reported similar problems with their co-taught 
classes, including overcrowding, low ability levels, lack of class exemplars, and misplaced 
students.  Both Mathematics and English Language Arts teachers noted overcrowding and 
misplacement of students as a reason that they would not want to continue co-teaching in the 
future.  It had nothing to do with the co-teacher or the low abilities of the students.  On the 
contrary, most teachers noted how much they enjoyed working with the lower level students; 
seeing achievement with them was very rewarding. 
 When each of the teachers described their daily classroom routines, they all noted shared 
responsibilities for activities like checking homework, helping students who had been absent, 
taking notes for absentee students, helping answer warm up questions, keeping students on task, 
making accommodations to assessments or homework, teaching the actual lesson, and some even 
noted sharing grading responsibilities.  Equality in the co-taught classroom is key for special 
education teachers to feel welcome in the general education classroom.  Not only are special 
education teachers not teaching on their ‘home turf’ but they often travel across the entire school 
to get to their co-teacher’s classroom, which forces them to arrive late and need to leave early in 
order to return to their own classrooms in time to start their next class.  This distance barrier can 
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create unequal feelings between the two co-teachers.  That is why a division of labor is so 
important to making the co-teacher feel welcome and valued.   
 Finally, the single most commented on item during the interview process was time and 
the lack of it.  Despite district and building level efforts to provide co-teachers with common 
planning time this year, only a small percentage of this allotted time was actually used for co-
teaching collaboration.  Most of the time, the special education teacher was holding, prepping, or 
filing paperwork for IEP meetings.  Some general education teachers were pulled for other 
departmental or grade level meetings, or were in charge of writing curriculum.  Based on 
interview results, most co-teachers were lucky to use their allotted co-planning time once a week.  
Most planning was done in the moments before class would start or end, times when the students 
were working independently or after school.  Due to the infant state of most of the curriculum 
this year, planning was done in solitary by the general education teacher with little advance input 
from the co-teacher.  Most of the special education teachers were okay with this arrangement but 
would have preferred to be part of the decision making process for lesson planning. 
The district also provided training on how to co-teach at the end of the preceding school 
year, then had the same trainer come back to provide more training, which turned out to be the 
same presentation twice with different materials.  When the co-teachers were questioned about if 
they wanted more training, they all unanimously answered no.  The training provided was 
repetitive and most of the teachers were veteran co-teachers who did not need to review the 
different co-teaching models for more than a few minutes.  Murawski (2009) noted: 
This lack of professional development has led many teachers to have a negative 
experience with co-teaching.  In addition, those teachers who have managed to make 
their relationship work reported that they often spent way more time trying to figure out 
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for themselves what co-teaching should entail than they would have needed to has some 
upfront training been provided to them. (p. 29) 
The six participants all agreed that they would have preferred time split up over the course of the 
year during professional development time.  This time would be un-interrupted by IEP meetings, 
parent phone calls, student issues or other distractions because the whole day would be set aside 
for teacher learning and growth.  Many teachers also noted that if the district intends to keep the 
co-teaching planning time, then an additional prep period would be required in order to make co-
planning time truly about co-teaching. 
Summary 
 
 In conclusion, the five codes and ultimately the five themes that emerged from the 
participant’s interview gave an in depth look at the thoughts, feelings and behaviors of co-
teachers within this school district.  Personality/ emotional connection, a ‘sixth co-teaching 
sense’, student placement, shared responsibility and appropriate time for learning are all vital 
themes in the daily lives of these co-teachers.  Without understanding these five themes in the 
teaching lives of these women, their co-teaching experiences would be vastly different and far 
less successful than they are currently.  These six women are dedicated to the art of teaching and 
believe that all students can and should be able to learn with their peers in the least restrictive 
environment possible, as mandated by federal law outlined in the Literature Review in Chapter 2.  
In order to make co-teaching experiences better across the district, these five themes will be 
developed into recommendations for the district in Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to gain a deeper understanding of the 
co-teaching experience.  Through two rounds of interviews with six female co-teachers, five 
themes emerged from the interviews: personality/emotional connection, a ‘sixth co-teaching 
sense’, student placement, shared responsibility and appropriate time for learning.  Sharing the 
anecdotes, thoughts, and feelings of these co-teachers have provided a deep, rich examination of 
the experience of co-teaching across the school district.  By studying the following research 
questions, the researcher was able to delve deeply into the co-teaching phenomenon:  
1. What importance do co-teachers place on personality compatibility to determine the 
success of a co-teaching pair? 
2. How do co-teachers experience the five commonly identified sources of co-teaching 
discord (lack of common planning time, lack of administrative support, lack of training or 
professional development, differentiation of co-teaching model, and personality conflict), 
within a co-teaching pair? 
Conclusions Based on the Research Questions 
The recommendations that follow, despite a small number of limitations to the study, 
were based on the explorations of the themes identified through the participants’ interviews.  
This study provided significant insight into the lives of co-teachers, which will be impactful for 
future co-teachers as well as the administrators in charge of observing and supporting them.  The 
recommendations have been broken down by themes that emerged during the interview process 
with regard to the central research questions.  Some recommendations can be implemented for 
the upcoming school year, others may need school board approval before they are implemented, 
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and others may not be operational until the following school year due to scheduling issues for 
teachers and students that cannot be changed this close to the start of a new school year. 
Recommendations 
 The first research question sought to examine the importance co-teachers place on 
personality compatibility in order to determine the success of a co-teaching pair. Based on the 
five themes that emerged from the six participant’s interviews, the researcher created the 
following recommendations. 
 Keep co-teaching pairs together.  Based on responses recorded during interviews, two 
of the three pairs of co-teachers commented that they had been co-teaching for multiple years 
together.  All three pairs of co-teachers noted that despite some obstacles they wish could be 
changed, they all wished to continue co-teaching with their current partner to further their 
collegial relationship.  In keeping co-teaching pairs together, the two teachers are better able to 
hone their skills as team, become more comfortable with the content and how best to present it to 
their students, and develop their “sixth” co-teaching sense.  Lizzi commented in her first 
interview: “…I think the longer you do something together the… the less time you need to plan. 
… And we’ve gotten into a groove.”   
 Scholars Murawski (2009), Stivers (2008), and Aldridge (2008) noted the importance of 
the co-teaching relationship.  By allowing co-teachers multiple years to work and grow together, 
they can create a deep relationship of mutual respect that scholars note as a key component to a 
successful relationship.  Classroom equality is frequently noted as a cause of discord among co-
teachers (Dieker, 2001).  If co-teachers are given the opportunity to continue to work together in 
a positive co-teaching environment, it will promote the development of excellent co-teaching 
habits.   
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There is no cost for this recommendation and can be implemented immediately.  Keeping 
co-teachers together has changed recently as the laws governing highly qualified educators have 
been amended.  Certain co-teaching teams have since been separated due to special education 
teacher not having certification in a particular content area or not.  This recommendation may be 
affected by scheduling changes in the future, if a teacher changes a grade level or content area or 
leaves the school entirely.  But while both teachers remain, it is in the pair’s best interest to be 
kept together in order to develop their skills. 
Allow co-teachers to observe each other in their co-taught classrooms.  By allowing 
co-teaching pairs to go into other co-taught classrooms to observe, the pair observing may gain 
insight into other ways they could interact as a team.  The act of observing is a powerful tool to 
co-teachers who are constantly observing their students and adjusting lessons based on those 
observations.  While much of the daily routines described by the pairs of co-teachers was similar, 
no two routines were exactly the same.  Even across content areas and grade levels, much can be 
gained from the act of observation.  By evaluating the best practices of fellow colleagues, it can 
provide co-teachers with time to reflect on their own practices and make changes the team feels 
necessary.  When the administration shows support of the co-teaching staff in this manner, it 
reinforces the co-teachers feelings of self-worth.  Administrative support was identified by 
Walther-Thomas (1997) as a key ingredient to successful of co-teaching.  
The cost to the district would be nothing as other teachers or substitutes who are not 
already teaching that period could provide coverage.  This recommendation could be enacted 
immediately, spread out over the course of the year, and even be considered for part of the 
formal observation rotation for teachers who wish to participate in peer observation. 
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Provide compatibility/ learning style inventories at the start of the year.  During the 
opening in-service days, compatibility/learning style survey or other tool deemed appropriate by 
the district could be applied in order to allow co-teachers to learn about the preferences of their 
co-teacher.  By becoming more aware of the feelings and preferences of each co-teacher, the 
team can work together more efficiently during the year.  If both personalities are very similar, or 
if they are very different, the team can still come together on a plan of teamwork that will get 
through the good times and the stressful times of the school year.   Because personality conflict 
was the single most commonly noted factor leading to co-teaching discord, it is a factor that 
should not be taken lightly.  Forootan and Freiheit (2009) noted the potential use of the Meyers-
Briggs test to help identify personality traits so partners can learn how to use each other’s 
strengths to the fullest and work through their weaknesses in the classroom.   
Depending on the type of personality survey instrument used by the district, there may be 
minimal cost for the use of the survey tool.  The school may eventually develop other survey 
instruments or free tools may be researched and utilized.  Surveys should be administered every 
year as co-teaching partners may change as well as personal beliefs of individual co-teachers.   
The second research question focused on the five commonly identified sources of co-
teaching discord (lack of common planning time, lack of administrative support, lack of training 
or professional development, differentiation of co-teaching model, and personality conflict), and 
how the co-teaching pair feels about each.  These five ideas emerged from the Literature Review 
in Chapter 2 and all of these ideas showed up again during the coding process of the interviews.  
The following are recommendations for each of the five themes. 
Co-teachers need two prep periods a day.  All six of the participants noted a lack of 
time as the key obstacle to being more effective co-teachers.  The biggest obstacle is common 
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planning time during the school day.  Two of the three pairs noted being given common co-
teaching planning time by their respective school, but rarely being able to use it due to the 
demands on a single prep period for curriculum needs, house meetings, department meetings, 
paperwork, IEP meetings, classroom needs, answering parent e-mails, and other various tasks.  
The list of duties went on and on.  Therefore, it is recommended that co-teachers be given two 
prep periods a day similar to the freshman academy teachers at the high school level.  That way 
specific co-teaching time is set aside every day and each teacher has time during the day to 
attend to other school day needs.   
The literature review noted a lack of common planning time as a factor of negative co-
teaching relationships.  Even though the district tried to provide common planning time, the 
actuality of this time being used for co-teaching purposes was not realized.  More administrative 
support is needed to remove obstacles from teachers’ daily schedules to allow them time to 
collaborate more fully.  This will provide teachers time to work together to develop new lesson 
ideas and vary their teaching strategies to include various methods of delivery.  By varying 
delivery methods, both teachers are seen as equals in the classroom (Kloo & Zigmond, 2008).    
This recommendation will not cost the district.  However, it will likely not be feasible 
until the following school year due to scheduling conflicts this close to the start of the school 
year.  It may also be an issue when scheduling faculty duties like study halls, bus duties, and 
other duties.  This recommendation may or may not require school board approval as determined 
by the head of elementary or secondary curriculum or other appropriate staff. 
Schedule regular meetings.  Because it is not possible to grant co-teachers two prep 
periods for the up-coming school year, co-teachers should assign a schedule for mandatory 
meetings during their common planning time.  That way, both teachers are committing to this 
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important part of the co-teaching process by designating time to develop their relationship.  If at 
all possible, the rooms should alternate as well so the special education teacher does not always 
have to travel to the general education teacher’s room or vice versa.  During these meeting times, 
no other school business should be conducted to allow the pair to focus on whatever they deem 
appropriate at that point in the school year.  Cook and Friend (1998) noted the importance of 
collaborative time between co-teachers.  By setting aside specific time as a team, the co-teachers 
show support of each other and the expertise each person brings to the classroom. 
There is no cost to the district for this recommendation.  It can be implemented at once to 
help current and new co-teacher pairs develop their relationship. 
 Hold meetings about placement in co-taught classes.  Co-teachers, administrators, 
guidance counselors, and any other pertinent staff should hold meetings to determine the criteria 
for a student to be placed in a co-taught level class.  Placement criteria should be consistent 
across subject areas for all grades.  If a particular score on a test is required, then similar 
standards should be in place for other courses as well.  If the requirements are based on IEP 
goals, then the requirements should also be consistent across grade levels and content areas.  Co-
teachers have invaluable knowledge about their students’ abilities and should be consulted about 
future placement to best meet the students’ needs.  Administrative support is needed to show co-
teachers that their efforts are acknowledged and appreciated (Austin, 2001).  Co-teaching is not 
always an easy task and when administrators seek the opinions and input of the co-teachers, it 
reinforces the belief that what they do matters.   
There may be minimal cost to the district as the meetings should be held during the day 
and co-teachers would require a substitute teacher for half of a school day in order to attend.  
This recommendation can be implemented for this upcoming school year and future years.  The 
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first meetings should be held early in the school year to discuss what criteria to use and how that 
criteria would place current students in co-taught classes or not.  Then, additional meetings may 
need to be held closer to course placement time in the spring.  At the end of the year, each 
teacher, case manager, or guidance counselor could use a criteria checklist to ensure proper 
placement in a co-taught class or a regular class. 
Administrators can observe co-taught classes more frequently.  While administrators’ 
time is often at a premium, one participant commented that she would like administrators to 
observe exactly what the current placement criteria looks like for the elementary co-teachers, 
given the behavioral issues and the low level of the students placed in that class.  Another 
participant hoped that administrators could be more aware of the five co-teaching techniques and 
consider the techniques during the formal observation process.  In addition, if administrators 
could observe more often, they might provide more advice to co-teachers on different techniques 
they could use during a particular lesson.   
There is no cost to implement this recommendation.  It can be implemented for the 
upcoming school year at regular intervals and can be used in tandem with the current formal 
observation system. 
 Provide more collaborative time during professional development days.  While the 
district has done a wonderful job trying to provide common planning time for co-teachers during 
the previous school year, it was evident in the interviews that the time allotted was not sufficient 
for the daily demands on a teacher’s time.  Participants also noted that the formal training 
provided by an out of district staff member was unproductive and that this time would have been 
better spent by each pair of co-teachers having free time to collaborate, set up their classrooms, 
and prepare for the start of a new school year.  Instead of having training on what co-teaching is 
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for an extended period of time, all six participants would prefer having time set aside on sporadic 
professional development days or at faculty meetings for co-teachers to have uninterrupted time 
to work together.  Some topics noted during the interview process include grading together, 
writing lessons, corresponding with parents, talking with other co-teachers, grading SLOs, 
reading writing samples, adapting assessments, or whatever else they feel appropriate at that 
time.   
 Not only is daily collaboration time important to the co-teaching process, but regular 
training and professional development for the larger group is also essential to co-teachers’ 
growth and development (Murawski, 2009).  Murawski (2009) noted the importance of 
meaningful professional development.  The participants felt that they did not need a lecture on 
the various co-teaching methods.  However, it would still be beneficial to sit and meet as a large 
group to share successes and challenges in the co-teachers’ settings. 
There is no cost to implement this recommendation.  However, it would require some 
planning by administrators to ensure that co-teachers be given the time to collaborate and would 
not be missing vital information that would be presented to other staff members during those 
times.  Frequently, co-teachers miss other important meetings for the co-teacher training and feel 
left behind. 
 Special education teachers should be included when writing curriculum.  The middle 
school team of teachers in particular noted the stress of having to write and administer new 
curriculum in the same year without any resources.  The stress they faced to write a brand new 
lesson with materials made from scratch was, at times, overwhelming and the co-teaching 
relationship was strained.  If both special education and general education teachers are equally 
informed about the new Common Core curriculum, then they can more equally share in the daily 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 102 
teaching responsibilities of the classroom.  In addition, the burden of writing and implementing 
the complete curriculum will not fall to the general education teacher.  As time passes, this stress 
will recede and a more even balance will be struck between the two halves of the co-teaching 
pair.  In the meantime, both co-teachers should be present for the writing of curriculum so they 
both understand the scope of the course as it interfaces with prerequisites and future courses.  
While there is no literature directly stating this recommendation would benefit co-teachers, it is 
the researcher’s belief that this would greatly contribute to the perceived equality of both 
teachers in the classroom.   
There may be costs incurred by this recommendation depending on when curriculum 
writing occurs.  The majority of curriculum writing happens over the summer; which would 
certainly incur a cost but no more than the district was already willing to pay for this school year.  
If future curriculum writing occurs during the school day, the only cost would be for a substitute 
teacher.  This recommendation can be implemented for this school year, pending financial 
approval from district level administrators. 
 Encourage co-teachers to take risks in their classrooms.  As administrators observe 
co-teachers in their classrooms, they could hold debriefing meetings with the pair during their 
common planning time to discuss different models of co-teaching and different ways to present 
lessons to make them more interactive.  Administrators should encourage co-teachers in various 
methods to be inventive when it comes to teaching methods in order to meet the needs of every 
student in their classes.  With the support of administrators, co-teachers may feel more at ease 
when planning a lesson out of the box.  Support may be verbal, written, or in any other form 
deemed appropriate by the administrators.  Again, Chapman and Hyatt (2011) noted the 
responsibility of administrators to support the co-teaching relationship.  Co-teachers will be more 
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likely to try new content delivery methods if they do not fear repercussions for things not going 
well the first time the team tries something new. 
There is no cost to implement this recommendation.  It can be implemented for the start 
of this school year. 
 Mediate conflicts between co-teachers.  None of the participants noted any kind of 
personality conflicts to such a degree that an administrator would be needed to mediate during 
the study.  However, the six participants were selected for their outstanding co-teaching abilities.  
It is possible that other co-teaching pairs within the district do not enjoy such harmony.  In such 
cases, administrators may be called upon to mediate meetings between co-teachers in order to 
help the pair overcome any difficulties or maintain a high level of productivity between the pair.  
Meetings may also be needed during stressful times of year to prevent discord between co-
teachers.  The more visible administrators can be during positive and negative times, the more 
effective they will be in addressing the co-teaching teams’ concerns.   
There is no cost to implement this recommendation.  It can be implemented for this 
upcoming school year. 
 Schedule all co-taught classes in a row.  All three special education teachers noted the 
inconvenience of having to travel, sometimes across the building, to their co-teacher’s room 
multiple times a day when they co-teach more than one period.  In order to increase maximum 
time that co-teachers have together, it would be beneficial if all periods that are to be co-taught 
could be back to back.  That way, the team develops a routine for the day and has multiple times 
to practice their lesson with an audience of students.  This would also decrease the amount of 
time lost by a special education teacher in transit to and from his or her own classroom.  Co-
teachers need to feel and be seen as equals in the classroom.  Co-teachers should each have a 
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place to sit and work within the classroom, especially with multiple classes in a row.  This 
recommendation ties together two tenets of the literature review: time and administrative 
support.  If administrators can manipulate the teachers’ schedules to allow them to maximize 
their time together, it not only gives a few extra minutes for the co-teachers to grow during the 
school day but reinforces that what they do is valued by the school community (Dagna, 2012; 
Gerber & Popp, 2000; Walther-Thomas, 1997). 
There is no cost to implement this recommendation.  However, a large scheduling 
obstacle will be present for the following school year in order to ensure that co-taught classes are 
sequential during the school day.  This recommendation will not be feasible until the following 
school year.   
Summary 
 
 The results of this s IPA reflect the voices of the numerous pairs of co-teachers across the 
district.  Prior to this study, no formal research had been conducted on the thoughts and beliefs of 
the co-teacher population within the school district.  By examining the phenomenon of co-
teaching, the researcher was able to provide actionable recommendations that came directly from 
the participants.  The results of this study directly confirm that there are several positive co-
teaching pairs in the school district.  The literature review identified five key attributes lacking in 
a negative co-teaching relationship: common planning time, administrative support, professional 
development/ training, a variety of co-teaching methods, and personality conflicts.  While 
research indicates these issues can cause discord among co-teachers, the responses from the 
participants of this study indicate that those issues can be overcome with dedication to the 
profession of teaching, time to collaborate, and support from administrators.   
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 105 
 By examining the two essential research questions, the researcher examined the 
perceptions of co-teachers and developed a set of recommendations that will benefit current co-
teaching pairs, future pairs, and their administrators.  Personality/emotional connection, the 
“sixth” co-teaching sense, student placement, shared responsibility, and appropriate time for 
learning are all key ideas shared by the six study participants.  These themes were developed to 
combat the negative aspects of co-teaching identified in the literature by examining the effect of 
each and gathering feedback on each item from the participants.  The recommendations made by 
the researcher stem from the in-depth interviews conducted and a double coding process.  These 
five key themes, and the recommendations that they helped shape, will provide structure and 
longevity to the future co-teaching efforts of the district. 
  
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 106 
References 
 
Adams 12 Five Star Schools.  Specialized Instruction for Students with Disabilities.  Retrieved 
from http://www.adams12.org/files/dms/Specialized_Instruction_White_Paper   
Aldridge, J. (2008). The co-teaching partnership. Childhood Education, 84(3), 182-182.  
 
Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990, 42 U.S.C.A. § 12101 et seq. (West 1993).  
 
Anonymous. (2011, September).  No Child Left Behind.  Education Week. Retrieved from 
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/no-child-left-behind/ 
Austin, V. L. (2001). Teachers' beliefs about co-teaching. Remedial and Special Education, 
22(4), 245-245.  
Baecher, L., Artigliere, M., Patterson, D. K., & Spatzer, A. (2012). Differentiated instruction for 
English language learners as “variations on a theme.” Middle School Journal, 43(3), 14-
21.  
Booth, W. C., Colomb, G. G., & Williams, J. M. (2008).  The craft of research.  Chicago, IL: 
The University of Chicago Press. 
Brownell, M. T., Ross, D. D., Elayne, P. C., & McCallum, C. L. (2005). Critical features of 
special education teacher preparation: A comparison with general teacher education. The 
Journal of Special Education, 38(4), 242-252.  
Buczynski, S., & Sisserson, K. (2008). School district and university co-teaching: Toward 
instructional synergy in an induction/M.Ed. program. Issues In Teacher Education, 17(1), 
47-74. 
Buddy, J. W. (2007).  Using personality traits and effective communication to improve 
collaboration.  School Library Media Activities Monthly, 23(9), 26-29. 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 107 
Chapman, C. & Hyatt, C. H. (2011).  Critical conversations in co-teaching.  IN: Solution Tree 
Press. 
Cook, L., & Friend, M. (1995).  Co-teaching: Guidelines for creating effective practices.  Focus 
on Exceptional Children, 28(3), 1-16. 
Cook, L., & Friend, M. (2010).  The state of the art of collaboration on behalf of students with 
disabilities.  Journal of Educational & Psychological Consultation, 20(1), 1-8.   
Cordner, A., Klein, P. T., & Baiocchi, G. (2012).  Co-designing and co-teaching graduate 
qualitative methods: An innovative ethnographic workshop model.  Teaching Sociology, 
40. 
Creswell, J. (2012).  Educational research: Planning, conducting and evaluating quantitative 
and qualitative research.  NJ: Pearson. 
Creswell, J. (2013). Qualitative inquiry & research design. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Curry School of Education Website.  Retrieved from 
http://special.edschool.virginia.edu/information/uvald/inclusion.html 
Dagna, J. (2012). Insights of public high school teachers and administrators regarding the 
benefits and challenges of co-teaching. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 154.  
Damore, S., & Murray, C. (2009). Urban elementary school teachers' perspectives regarding 
collaborative teaching practices. Remedial and Special Education, 30(4), 234-244.  
Dieker, L. (1998).  Rationale for co-teaching.  Social Studies Review, 37(2), 62-65. 
Dieker, L. (2001). What are the characteristics of "effective" middle and high school co-taught 
teams for students with disabilities? Preventing School Failure, 46(1), 14-23.  
Dieker, L., & Murawski, W. (2003).  Co-teaching at the secondary level: Unique issues, current 
trends, and suggestions for success. The High School Journal, 86(4), 1-13.  
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 108 
Education For All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, Pub. L. No. 94-142. 
 
Elbaum, B., & Vaughn, S. (2001).  Instructional interventions for students with learning 
disabilities.  The Elementary Journal, 101(3), 303-329. 
Forbes, L., & Billet, S. (2012). Successful co-teaching in the science classroom. Science Scope, 
36(1), 61-64.  
Forootan, M., & Freiheit, T. (2009).  Modeling team personalities from member Meyers-Briggs 
Inventory scores.  Proceedings of the 2009 Industrial Engineering Research Conference, 
Alberta, Canada. 
Gerber, P., & Popp, P. (1999).  Consumer perspectives on the collaborative teaching model: 
Views of students with and without learning disabilities and their parents.  Remedial and 
Special Education, 20(5), 288-297. 
Gerber, P., & Popp, P. (2000).  Making collaborative teaching more effective for academically 
able students: Recommendations for implementation and training. Council for Learning 
Disabilities Summer, 23(3), 229-236.  
Haas, D. (1993). Inclusion is happening in the classroom. Children Today, 22(3), 34. Retrieved 
from http://search.proquest.com/docview/235196104?accountid=10559 
Hallahan, D. P., Keller, C. E., McKinney, J. D., Lloyd, J. W., & Bryan, T. (1988). Examining the 
research base of the regular education initiative: Efficacy studies and the adaptive 
learning environments model. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 21(1). 
Hang, Q., & Rabren, K. (2009). An examination of co-teaching: Perspectives and efficacy 
indicators. Remedial and Special Education, 30(5), 259-268.  
Hanover Research. (2012). The effectiveness of the co-teaching model: A literature review.  
Washington, DC: Hanover Research. 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 109 
Harbort, G., Gunter, P., Hull, K., Brown, Q., Venn, M., Wiley, L., & Wiley, E. (2007). 
Behaviors of teachers in co-taught classes in a secondary school. Teacher Education and 
Special Education, 30(1), 13-23.  
Haselden, P. G. (2011). Effects of co-teaching on the biology achievement of typical and at-risk 
students educated in secondary inclusion settings. Electronic Journal for Inclusive 
Education, 2(8). 
Hu, B. Y., & Roberts, S. K. (2011). When inclusion is innovation: An examination of 
administrator perspectives on inclusion in China. Journal of School Leadership, 21(4), 
548. Retrieved from http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA281176631&v=2.1 
&u=drexel_main&it=r&p=AONE&sw=w&asid=4263be509533b42da046ac1b4f30ca2a 
Johnson, K. (2013).  Are two better than one? Implications of the co-teaching service delivery 
model on high-stakes, standards-based assessments for students with educational 
disabilities (Doctoral dissertation).  Retrieved from ProQuest.   
Johnson, N., & Brumback, L. (2013). Co-teaching in the science classroom: The one teach/one 
assist model. Science Scope, 36(6), 6-9.  
Jones, N., Youngs, P., & Frank, K. (2013). The role of school-based colleagues in shaping the 
commitment of novice special and general education teachers. Exceptional Children, 
79(3), 365-383.  
Kloo, A., & Zigmond, N. (2008). Co-teaching revisited: Redrawing the blueprint. Preventing 
School Failure, 52(2), 12-20.  
Krueger, P. J. (2006). Empowering music student teachers through inquiry: Cooperating teacher 
views. Music Educators Journal, 92(3), 56-61.  
LaMorte, M., (2011). School law: Cases and concepts (10th ed.). Pearson.  
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 110 
Larkin, M., Watts, S. & Clifton, E. (2006).  Giving voice and making sense in interpretive 
phenomenological analysis.  Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3, 102-120. 
Little, M., & Dieker, L. (2009). Co-teaching: Two are better than one. Principal Leadership, 
9(8), 43-46.  
Logan, B. E., & Wimer, G. (2013). Tracing inclusion: Determining teacher attitudes. Research in 
Higher Education Journal, 20, 1-10. Retrieved from http://search.proquest.com/docview 
/1449794178?accountid=10559 
Malian, I., & McRae, E. (2010). Co-teaching beliefs to support inclusive education: Survey of 
relationships between general and special educators in inclusive classes. Electronic 
Journal for Inclusive Education, 2(6), 1-19.   
Mastropieri, M., Scruggs, T., Graetz, J., Norland, J., & et al. (2005). Case studies in co-teaching 
in the content areas: Successes, failures, and challenges. Intervention in School and 
Clinic, 40(5), 260-270.  
Moorehead, T., & Grillo, K. (2013). Celebrating the reality of inclusive STEM education: Co-
teaching in science and mathematics. Teaching Exceptional Children, 45(4), 50-57. 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Munk, D., & Dempsey, T. (2010).  Leadership strategies for successful schoolwide inclusion: 
The STAR approach. Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes. 
Murawski, W. (2006). Student outcomes in co-taught secondary English classes: How can we 
improve? Reading & Writing Quarterly, 22(3), 227-247. 
Murawski, W. (2009).  Collaborative teaching in secondary schools: Making the co-teaching 
marriage work!  CA: Corwin. 
Murawski, W., & Dieker, L. (2004). Tips and strategies for co-teaching at the secondary level.  
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 111 
Teaching Exceptional Children, 36(5), 52-58.   
Murawski, W., & Hughes, C. (2009). Response to intervention, collaboration, and co-teaching: A 
logical combination for successful systemic change. Preventing School Failure, 53(4), 
267-277.  
Murawski, W., & Lochner, W. (2010).  Observing co-teaching: What to ask for, look for, and 
listen for.  Intervention in School and Clinic, 1-11. 
National Center for Learning Disabilities.  Types of LD.  Retrieved from 
http://www.ncld.org/types-learning-disabilities.  
Palley, E. (2006). Challenges of rights-based law: Implementing the least restrictive environment 
mandate. The Journal of Disability Policy Study, 16(4), 229-235. 
Pancsofar, N., & Petroff, J. (2000).  Professional development experiences in co-teaching: 
Associations with teacher confidence, interests, and attitudes.  The Journal of the Teacher 
Education Division of the Council for Exceptional Children, 36(2), 83-96. 
Ploessl, D., Rock, M., Schoenfeld, N., & Blanks, B. (2010). On the same page: Practical 
techniques to enhance co-teaching Interactions.  Intervention in School and Clinic, 45(3), 
158-168. 
Rea, P. J., & Connell, J. (2005). A guide to co-teaching. Principal Leadership, 5(9), 36-41. 
Reid, K., Flowers, P., & Larkin, M. (2005).  Exploring lived experience.  The Psychologist, 
18(1), 20-23. 
Saldana, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Thousand Oakes, CA: Sage.  
 
Santoli, S., Sachs, J., Romey, E., & McClurg, S. (2008). A successful formula for middle school 
inclusion: Collaboration, time, and administrative support. RMLE Online, 32(2), 1-13.  
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 112 
Scruggs, T. E., & Mastropieri, M. A. (1996). Teacher perceptions of mainstreaming/inclusion, 
1958-1995: A research synthesis. Exceptional Children, 63(1), 59. Retrieved from 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/201200255?accountid=10559 
Scruggs, T., Mastropieri, M., & McDuffie, K. (2007).  Co-teaching in inclusive classrooms: A 
metasynthesis of qualitative research. Exceptional Children, 73(4), 392-416.  
Sims, E. (2008). Sharing command of the co-teaching ship: How to play nicely with others. 
English Journal, 97(5), 58-63.  
Smith, J., Flowers, P. & Larkin, M. (2009).  Interpretive phenomenological analysis.  Thousand 
Oakes, CA: Sage. 
Smith, B., & MacGregor, J. (2009). Learning communities and the quest for quality. Quality 
Assurance in Education, 17(2), 118-139.  
Solis, M., Vaughn, S., Swanson, E., & Mcculley, L. (2012). Collaborative models of instruction: 
The empirical foundations of inclusion and co-teaching. Psychology in the Schools, 
49(5), 498-510. doi:10.1002/pits.21606 
Steinbrecher, T., McKeown, D., & Walther-Thomas, C. (2013). Comparing validity and 
reliability in special education Title II and IDEA data. Exceptional Children, 79(3), 313-
327.  
Stivers, J. (2008). Strengthen your co-teaching relationship. Intervention in School and Clinic, 
44(2), 121-125.  
Stringer, E. (2014).  Action research.  Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 
Tobin, K., & Wolff-Michael, R. (2005). Implementing co-teaching and co-generative dialoguing 
in urban science education. School Science and Mathematics, 105(6), 313-322.  
Tremblay, P. (2013). Comparative outcomes of two instructional models for students with 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 113 
learning disabilities: Inclusion with co-teaching and solo-taught special education. 
Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 13(4), 251-258. doi:10.1111/j.1471-
3802.2012.01270.x 
Walther-Thomas, C. (1997). Co-teaching experiences: The benefits and problems that teachers 
and principals report over time. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 30(4), 395-407.  
Weiss, M. P. (2004). Co-teaching as science in the schoolhouse: More questions than answers. 
Journal of Learning Disabilities, 37(3), 218-23.  
Will, M. C. (1986). Educating children with learning problems: A shared responsibility. 
Exceptional Children, 52(5), 411-415. 
United States Department of Education Website.  Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/policy 
/elsec/guid/states/index.html  
United States Department of Health and Human Services Website.  Retrieved from 
http://www.hhs.gov/ocr/civilrights/resources/factsheets/504.pdf  
United States Department of Labor Website.  Retrieved from http://www.dol.gov/ 
dol/topic/disability/ada.htm 
Vagle, M. D. (2014).  Crafting phenomenological research.  Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast 
Press. 
Van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experience. Albany, NY: State University of New 
York. 
Vaughn, S., Elbaum, B., & Schumm, J. S. (1996).  The effects of inclusion on the social 
functioning of students with learning disabilities.  Journal of Learning Disabilities.  
29(6), 598-608. 
 
CO-TEACHING EXPERIENCE 114 
Appendix A 
First Interview Protocol 
 
1. Describe a typical day/ class with your co-teacher. 
2. Tell me how you like to work with your co-teacher. 
3. What is the hardest part of being a co-teacher? 
a. Why is that the most difficult part for you? 
4. Tell me your thinking about the practice of co-teaching. 
5. Do you plan with your co-teacher? 
a. If you plan with your co-teacher, what do you do during those planning sessions? 
6. What does successful co-teaching look like to you? 
7. What contributes most to a successful co-teaching relationship? 
8. How is your experience in a co-taught class different then your experiences as a non-co-
taught class? 
9. Identify the top obstacle that is standing in the way of you being the best co-teacher ever.   
a. Why is that such a barrier? 
10. How can administrators help make your co-teaching experience better? 
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Appendix B 
Second Interview Protocol 
 
1. Would you say that you and your co-teacher developed a daily routine?   
2. Was that a process of trial and error?  Do you revisit it on a regular basis? 
3. Help me to understand how you plan your co-teaching methods/ lessons to include 
various co-teaching techniques. 
4. Has working with a co-teacher changed how you think about other non-co-taught classes? 
5. What do you think the biggest benefit is to being a co-teaching team? 
a. For the students? 
b. For yourself? 
6. What is your favorite part of the co-teaching experience? 
7. What makes you, as a pair, successful co-teachers? 
8. What, if anything, did you realize about yourself as a co-teacher, or about co-teaching in 
general through this interview process? 	  
 	  
